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This thesis in Classical Performance Reception Studies asks how some fragmentary ancient 
Athenian dramas—a satyr play (Sophocles’ Trackers), and several tragedies (the lost plays of 
Aeschylus’ trilogy about the Danaids, Sophocles’ Tereus, and Euripides’ Hypsipyle and 
Alcmaeon in Corinth) have informed some experimental theatre productions since the late 
1980s.   Between the introductory and concluding chapters,  the four central chapters of the 
thesis analyse, in chronological order of their production, the following new dramatic works 
incorporating or otherwise responding to the ancient fragments: Tony Harrison’s The Trackers 
of Oxyrhynchus, which premiered at Delphi in 1988 but was revived in 1990 at the National 
Theatre; Timberlake Wertenbaker’s The Love of the Nightingale, first performed by the Royal 
Shakespeare Company in 1989 and, Joanna Laurens’ The Three Birds (Gate Theatre, 2000); 
Silviu Purcărete’s Les Danaïdes (Avignon, 1996) and, Charles Mee’s Big Love (Actor's 
Theatre of Louisville, 2000); Tasos Roussos’ Hypsipyle (1997) and, David Wiles’  
Hy]ψ[ipyle: A Fragment (Royal Holloway University of London 1997); and Colin Teevan’s 
Alcmaeon in Corinth/Cock o’ the North (Live Theatre, Newcastle, 2004). The context, content 
and production styles of each new production are discussed in tandem with the remains of the 
ancient play available to the modern playwright—papyrus fragments, book quotations, ancient 
hypotheses, scholarly editions and translations into modern languages of these, vase-paintings, 
the ancient reception of the classical Greek plays in later literature, other ancient literary 
sources such as ancient comedy, epic poetry and mythographers’ works, and secondary 
scholarship on and philological reconstructions of the ancient texts.  But in addition to this 
empirical exercise in the analysis of the process of making new theatre practice from ancient 
theatrical tatters, I ask why fragmentary plays have proved so inspirational outside the 
academy over the last three and a half decades; the answers lie in the fragments’ susceptibility 
to being arranged and interpreted in ways that speak to very modern concerns with the shape 
of the family, patriarchy, anti- and postcolonial theory, migration and immigration, 
displacement, diaspora, social class, violence and war. 
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Notes on Texts and Editions 
In this thesis I have scanned in the relevant quotations and citations from collections of the 
ancient Greek fragments in order to avoid the introduction of error with such messy and often 
lacunose ancient texts. In the case of Trackers, where the Greek text is very substantial, I do 
not reproduce it but refer the reader to the Loeb edition with translation of Sophocles’ 
fragments by Hugh Lloyd-Jones (1996). For Sophocles’ Tereus I have used the Aris & Phillips 
edition with commentary and translation by Sommerstein, Fitzpatrick and Talboy (2006). For 
Aeschylus’ Danaids trilogy I have used the new Loeb of Aeschylus’ fragments edited by 
Sommerstein (2008) and the papyri hypothesis reproduced in Garvie (2006). The edition of 
Hypsipyle reproduced here is that in the Aris & Phillips Euripides: Selected Fragmentary 
Plays ed. Collard, Cropp and Gibert vol. 2 (2004); the fragments of Alcmaeon in Corinth is the 











The journey to complete this body of work has certainly been an epic one, however I would 
not have reached this point without the constant support of many people. Firstly, I would like 
to thank my supervisor, Professor Edith Hall. It would be fair to say that without her I would 
not have embarked on a PhD or this project at all. She opened my eyes to the fascinating world 
of fragments and has provided unwavering encouragement over the years, through the good 
times and the bad. She has always believed in me and what I can accomplish. For that, I am 
eternally grateful. 
I would also like to thank all those who contributed to the research discussed in this 
thesis, in particular the playwrights/ directors: Tony Harrison, Timberlake Wertenbaker, 
Joanna Laurens, Silviu Purcărete, Charles Mee, Tasos Roussos, David Wiles and Colin 
Teevan. A number of them gave up substantial amounts of personal time to indulge the 
inquiries of a random stranger, for which I am very appreciative.   
Also, I want to thank the Department of Classics at Kings College London for 
welcoming me with open arms, and the APGRD for their constant support of my research. 
I am very thankful to The University of Notre Dame, who have been incredibly 
understanding throughout my PhD years, allowing me to pursue my academic interests 
alongside my day job. My colleagues at the London Global Gateway have been a constant 
support, providing advice and encouragement when I have needed it the most.  
Finally, my heartfelt thanks goes to my family and friends. Their support and patience 
has been indispensable. Words really cannot express what you mean to me. Thank you for 









1. The Scope of this Thesis 
The journey of survival that texts from the world of the ancient Greeks took in order to 
be available for subsequent generations was certainly a difficult one. These journeys 
were purely reliant on individuals acknowledging the need to preserve the documents 
written by their ancestors and making them available to future audiences. This has 
meant that what we have obtained today is only a small percentage of the work that 
was created from that epoch and it gives us the smallest of insights into what culture 
and life may have resembled at the time. In regards to the ancient Greek tragedy of 
fifth-century BC Athens, the yield would appear, from what has survived, to be 
represented by just three playwrights: Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, although 
two plays—Prometheus Bound and Rhesus—may be the work of other hands. Other 
surviving documents indicate that we have only the tiniest selection of the output of 
even these three men,
1
 with collectively only thirty three individual plays in a 
complete – or deemed complete – state of existence. And yet it is on the basis of these 
texts that we have formed our – admittedly narrow – view of ancient drama.2  
These representative tragedies have diachronically been held in regard and 
adopted as prestigious building blocks of what we now view as ‘Western Culture’.3  
Although they were also studied intensively by ancient scholars and rhetoricians, the 
                                                          
1
E.g. the articles on each tragedian in the Byzantine Lexicon, Suda, although such information must be 
used with caution as it was written much later than the fifth century BC and from what we can tell has a 
number of different contributors. 
2
 See Herington (1985). 
3
 See Hall (2015). 
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tragedies did enjoy revivals and staged adaptations throughout pagan antiquity,
4
 which 
helped to preserve some of the texts and also influence other genres of literature.  
Subsequent to the rediscovery of manuscripts containing the texts of the Greek 
tragedies in the European Renaissance, productions of the plays have crossed the 
boundaries of time; they have have been translated, analysed and performed 
repeatedly.
5
 The themes, which reach the public through performance, are debated in 
the media, and some of the tragic plots have been assimilated into popular culture. The 
stories of Aeschylus’ Persians, Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex and Euripides’ Medea, for 
example, have appeared in various mediums other than theatre, including opera, 
musicals, film, the visual arts, poetry, comic books and fiction.
6
  Through their impact 
on other forms of discourse and worlds of ideas, such as psychoanalysis, their cultural 
penetration has been deep and longlasting.
7
  
Scholars have also, for hundreds of years now, discussed these plays at length, 
concentrating on what I would describe as ‘the golden canon of ancient drama’.  
However, alongside these complete texts, there is the opportunity to expand the 
discussion of ancient Greek drama, by engaging with the plethora of plays that survive 
in fragmentary form. Fortunately, the historic work of the compilers of the fragments 
quoted by ancient scholars, now wonderfully supplemented by new tragic texts that 
have been found on papyrus and published since the early twentieth century, has made 
                                                          
4
 See Easterling and Hall (2002); Hall and Wyles (2008). 
5
 There is now a large amount of scholarly literature on this subject, much of it the work of the Archive 
of Performances of Greek & Roman Drama at Oxford University. See especially Flashar (2009), and the 
introduction to Hall and Harrop (2010) 1-9. 
6
 For more examples, see, on opera Michael Ewans (2007) and Marianne McDonald (2001). On 
Persians, see Bridges (2007). On Medea, see Hall, Macintosh and Taplin (2000). On Greek theatre and 
fiction please see the forthcoming publication: Justine McConnell and Edith Hall (eds.) Ancient Greek 
Myth in World Fiction (London, 2015). On Classics and Comics, see Kovacs and Marshall (2011).  
7
 Especially through Freud’s ‘Oedipus Complex’; see Macintosh (2009) with further bibliography. 
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it possible for us to extend our appreciation of the ancient genre far beyond the limits 
of the fully extant canon.
8
 
Yet, in my view, there has until recently been a serious vacuum when it comes to 
academic engagement with the lost plays extending beyond highly speculative 
attempts at reconstruction. In general, the percentage of scholarly output on 
fragmentary theatre material is much lower than the amount of analysis that takes 
place of their complete counterparts. Rudolf Kassel, the great editor of comic 
fragments, published an essay on collectors of fragments, 'Fragmente und ihre 
Sammler', in 1991.
9
  He discussed the work of J. Hertelius (Jacob Hertel), a Swiss 
schoolmaster who published an edited bilingual Greek/Latin collection of comic 
fragments in Basel in 1560, Vetustissimorum et sapientissimorum Comicorum 
quinquaginta, quorum opera integra non extant, sententiae, quae supersunt: graece et 
latine collectae et secundum litteras Graecorum in certos locos dispositae. The 
Renaissance gentleman knew that his research might be of little interest to other 
scholars but that these snippets were important. He says that many scholars will think 
little of his work, ‘quod tantum fragmenta sint’ [because they are merely fragments], 
but he would reply that the best authors had used these sententiae like pearls and 
                                                          
8
 These collections of fragments known as Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta have been made 
available due to the hard work of a number of scholars. The first edition was published as a single 
volume by August Nauck (1856) but was revised and amended into five volumes: Snell, Bruno (ed.) 
Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta Vol. 1. Didascaliae Tragicae, Catalogi Tragicorum et 
Tragoediarum, Testimonia et Fragmenta, Tragicorum Minorum (Göttingen, 1971); Kannicht, R. & B. 
Snell (eds.) Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta. Vol. II: Fragmenta Adespota /Testimonia Volumini 1 
Addenda / Indices ad Volumina 1 et 2 (Göttingen, 1981); Radt, S (ed.) Tragicorum Graecorum 
Fragmenta, Vol. 3: Aeschylus. (Göttingen, 1985); Radt, S (ed.) Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta. 
Vol. IV: Sophocles (Göttingen, 1977); Kannicht, R. (ed.), Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta. Vol. V: 
Euripides (Göttingen, 2004). These volumes are discussed in greater detail later in this thesis. 
9
 Kassel (1991). This is now available in English translation as part of the edited volume, McHardy, F. 
et al (eds.) Lost Dramas of Classical Athens (Exeter, 2005) 7-20. 
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precious stones to adorn their writings, ‘ob castitatem, paene dixerim etiam pietatem’ 
[on account of their purity, I might almost say their piety].
10
  
This disparity between the respect accorded to the complete relative to 
fragmentary plays in the history of classical scholarship has been the result of several 
factors, including the far greater accessibility of the complete plays in terms of 
published texts, and especially of translations into modern languages. Until fairly 
recently it was very difficult to read the fragments at all. Secondly, scholars 
approaching ancient theatre studies from a thematic perspective—for example, a 
discussion of the role of the chorus within ancient tragedy—will inevitably find 
fragmentary plays frustrating or even impossible to use as evidence.  However, as 
McHardy, Robson and Harvey proposed in the introduction to their 2005 collection of 
essays, Lost Dramas of Classical Athens, we are now in a period where classical 
scholars are engaging with Greek tragic fragments on a far more intensive level and 
‘scholars of all disciplines are choosing to engage with fragmentary texts in ways 
previously unexplored’.11 But the most encouraging development is that fragments and 
lacunae are beginning to be seen—at least amongst classicists who engage in creative 
practice as well as scholarly analysis—less as a problem than as an opportunity. Take, 
for example, poet, translator and classicist Dr Josephine Balmer’s excellent study of 
the difficulties of dealing with fragmentary material in regards to poetry in her book, 
Piecing Together the Fragments: Translating Classical Verse, Creating 
Contemporary Poetry, which was published in 2013. She comes from a classical 
poetry viewpoint rather than Greek drama, but her notion that the fragments are 
                                                          
10
 Unfortunately I have been unable to consult a copy of this old and valuable work, and so quote from 
Harvey (2005) 11. 
11
 McHardy, Robson and Harvey (2005) 1-6. 
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informative as well as inspiring rings true with many of the scholars with whose work 
I engage in this thesis.   
Our textual and material evidence for lost ancient theatre productions has been 
violently destroyed, ripped apart by hostile environments, lost in time and much 
information about their true contexts of production and plots remains forever secret. 
And yet, the fragments of these plays offer us an insight into the alternative 
productions that occurred in the Athenian performance space. It is an important 
scholarly project to investigate these fragmentary productions, which can so 
substantially contribute to our knowledge of the theatre of fifth-century Athens. There 
have been significant attempts to reconstruct the outlines and even individual episodes 
and speeches from snippets of dialogue that have been found on scraps of papyri in 
Egyptian rubbish heaps and the odd sentences that have been quoted or referenced in 
other ancient texts altogether.
12
 Papyrus remains and quoted fragments can be 
supplemented by academic research into alternative ancient versions of the myth, 
which may have functioned as potential sources for the playwrights of lost tragedies, 
including the complete plays.
13
   
However, it is not only scholars who have seen the potential with these lost 
tragic dramas. Since the 1980s, contemporary theatre has become a forum in which the 
silent truths surrounding these isolated snippets of text can be explored and used as an 
inspiration. Using the fragments as a stimulus, playwrights have been able cross the 
temporal boundary dividing the ancient world from the modern by creating fresh 
scripts and performances. Unable to recreate these productions in their entirety, they 
                                                          
12
 Amongst the earlier ‘reconstructors’ Friedrich Gottlieb Welcker (1784-1868) and J.A. Hartung (1801-
1867) were prominent. A.C. Pearson’s edition of Sophocles’ fragments (1917) was more circumspect. 
More recently see e.g. Sutton, D. (1984) The Lost Sophocles. 
13
 See Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae, an indispensable multivolume  
encyclopaedia that catalogues representations of mythology within art (from now on in this thesis 




offer their own interpretations, some of which draw upon universal themes and issues, 
to make these obscure ancient remains accessible to a modern audience and thus give 
the lacunose ancient play an opportunity to live again. This thesis will focus on a 
selection of fragmented plays whose extant materials have inspired a group of 
playwrights to bestow upon them a new lease of life within the world of contemporary 
theatre. This selection will consist of four ancient tragic productions (Aeschylus’ 
Danaids tetralogy, Sophocles’ Tereus and Euripides’ Hypsipyle and Alcmaeon in 
Corinth), and a satyr play by Sophocles entitled, Ichneutae.  
 My study, which moves constantly between two literary cultures, that of 
classical Athens and that of late twentieth- and early twenty-first century northern 
Europe, stands at the intersection of several sub-disciplines within Classics, involving 
some papyrology, philology, theatre history and Classical Reception Studies. 
Inevitably this means a wide and complicated range of bibliographical resources has 
had to be used. In the remainder of this Introduction, I hope to indicate the most 
important works on which I have drawn in each of these sub-disciplines by organizing 
my argument into four further sections, numbered 2 to 6. I first outline the difficulties 
involved in accessing the texts of lost ancient plays throught the available editions and 
other ancient materials. Then I outline in section 3 the recent history of the emergence 
of specifically performance studies within Classical Reception, and the place of the 
fragment within those studies. This leads me into section 4 to consider the special 
allure of the fragment, which requires special handling as a marker as much of absence 
as presence and a reminder of how much we have lost from antiquity more widely 
conceived. Within section 5, I discuss the cultural developments within the late 
twentieth century that will have impacted the contemporary playwrights/directors and 
ultimately influenced their work. Finally, in section 6, I lay out the precise subject-
 12 
 
matter and titles of the modern plays I will be discussing, along with my methological 
aims and objectives. 
 
2. How can we engage with the Ancient Lost Play? 
Prior to the early 19
th
 Century, the majority of collections of Greek tragic fragments 
were amassed purely from what we refer to as ‘book fragments’. These were 
quotations or extracts, ranging from a single word to a substantial quotation of a whole 
speech, that were found within other ancient texts. These snippets could be highly 
helpful in providing a description of the production or making reference to the name of 
a character or characters who may have been within the cast. But in a large number of 
cases these quotations would be incomplete and also lack an account of their context 
in the play, the name of the playwright or even a correct acknowledgement of the title 
of play. Book fragments were drawn from a large time period that could include 
references made by a playwright’s contemporary (for example, the comedic 
playwright, Aristophanes, made mention of a number of Euripides’ plays within his 
productions) to the encyclopedia entry, precis or allusion by a Byzantine scholar, who 
may be vaguely repeating a source to which he has access but which may be far 
removed from the production in question. For these reasons, book fragments should be 
utilized with care and caution.  
There have been a number of important collections of these fragments, 
particularly from the late 18
th
 and early 19
th
 century, such as those published by Karl 
Wilhelm Dindorf (1802-83), Fredrich Bothe (1770-1855) and Friedrich Gottlieb 
Welcker (1784-1868).
14
  However, the volume that until the later twentieth century 
                                                          
14
 For Dindoff’s extensive contribution please see Sandys (1908) vol III 144-6 as his bibliography is too 
vast to include here. For Bothe: Aeschyli dramata quae supersunt et deperditorum fragmenta graece et 
latine (1805), Sophoclis dramata quae supersunt et deperditorum fragmenta graece et latine, Vol. I & II 
(1806), Euripidis fabularum fragmenta. (1844). For Welcker: Die griechischen Tragödien mit Rücksicht 
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was held in most high regard is Nauck’s Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta, which 
was published in 1856 (revised edition in 1889, revised and supplemented by Bruno 
Snell in 1964).  
At the time, Nauck’s edition transformed scholarship on ancient tragic 
fragments. It was far more comprehensive than any before. It featured all known 
fragments of Greek tragic drama, in ancient Greek or translated in antiquity into Latin, 
collected from a huge variety of ancient sources, together with well-chosen and 
impeccably referenced testimonia. Van Looy described Nauck as having put the whole 
of ancient literature through a sieve which included lexica, Etymologica and 
Anecdota.
15
 Harvey claims that the compiler wanted to keep the volume concise and 
that he had felt it was best practice to have in-depth discussions and reasoning take 
place in separate articles, books and publications.
16
 But Nauck, while avoiding 
speculation, did include such testimonia as he thought genuinely aided the scholar: 
ancient accounts of plots and even some brief indications of those plays that could be 
reasonably reconstructed, although he went into more detail about these items in the 
preface to his second edition. The volume was, and still is, seen as an astounding piece 
of scholarship, providing a culmination to previous efforts but also taking the research 
possibilities to new levels. It has ever since been used as the fundamental groundwork 
for any academic research on tragic fragments. Working on what Nauck had created, 
Snell, Radt and Kannicht later produced their own six-volume edition, Tragicorum 
Graecorum Fragmenta, which went on to include additional book fragments as well as 
the  papyri fragment finds that were uncovered in the early twentieth century.
17
  
                                                                                                                                                                       
auf den epischen Cyclus. Vol.1-3 (1839 -1841). Harvey (2005) 25 claims that Welcker was known for 
‘for imaginative reconstruction’, which will be acknowledged in the upcoming chapter on Aeschylus’ 
Danaids.  
15
 Jouan and van Looy (1998) lxviii. 
16
 Harvey (2005) 27. 
17
 Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta (1971-2004) Göttingen. 
 14 
 
These papyri finds, discovered in archaeological sites in Egypt, where the 
environment and atmosphere have been more conducive to preserving the fragile 
organic remains of ancient paper rolls, are our second source of fragmentary 
material.
18
 Although a few have been found elsewhere,
19
 most of the significant finds 
relating to ancient tragic theatre were discovered by Oxford archaeologists Bernard 
Grenfell and Arthur Hunt during excavations around Oxyrhynchus, an Egyptian city, 
whose citizens, fortunately for us, used a number of garbage sites in the surrounding 
area to dispose of their documents. These areas were eventually covered by sand, 
providing ideal conditions for preservation. In 1896, the two gentlemen began to 
excavate, and discovered an extraordinary wealth of papyri,
20
 which they edited. Keen 
to share their finds, they began to publish The Oxyrhynchus Papyri in 1898, in 
collaboration with the Egypt Exploration Fund. Thus the fragments of the lost plays 
were shared, with English-language translation and increasingly with helpful scholarly 
commentary: the publication still of course continues, and new fragments illuminating 
tragedy are still appearing from time to time.   In regards to lost ancient dramas, two of 
the most significant finds discovered with a substantial amount of text were the 
Ichneutae (a satyr play by Sophocles) and a number of scenes from Euripides’ tragedy, 
Hypsipyle, both of which will be discussed later on in this thesis.  
The papyri fragments tend to be longer in size than the book fragments but are 
often highly damaged or corrupted in nature due to wear and tear from time spent in 
the sand.  Occasionally, the papyri are illegible, but in a number of cases whole 
passages and scenes can be read. Scholars had to retrain themselves to read them, and 
also radically alter their approach to understanding their contents. The traditional idea 
                                                          
18
 For an overview of the provenance of papyri see Bagnall (2009). 
19
 A number of tragic papyri fragments have been found in other Egyptian excavation locations such as 
Antinoopolis. See Roberts (1950). 
20
 For more on Oxyrhynchus see Parsons (2007). 
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of the fragment had assumed the importance of the literary context in which it was 
quoted and to which it needed to be restored. In the case of papyrus fragments, 
however, scholars were finding that they needed first to try to reconstruct and 
complete broken-off sentences, words and paragraphs. This required exceptional 
linguistic skills and a vast range of knowledge of other literature in Greek to assist 
them to at least imagine what might be a plausible supplement within the specific 
literary context.  
What also was discovered during the excavations at Oxyrhynchus were a 
number of examples of ancient summary—(in Greek, a hypothesis)—of the plots 
dramatized in some ancient tragic productions. Hypotheses can provide invaluable 
insight into the action of the tragedies, even though they were often written decades or 
centuries after the productions would have taken place. Again, these sections of papyri 
can be found in a corrupted state, and need to be handled carefully since their contents 
can be misleading, slanted or informed by the contingent objectives of their writers, 
producing the document at such a late date.   
The addition of these papyri fragments has transformed our understanding of 
ancient drama. It has also meant that far more is known concerning a specific number 
of lost plays. This alone encouraged the conception of the plan to create a new edition 
of the whole fragmentary tragic corpus, and thus the publication of Snell, Radt and 
Kannicht’s version of Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta. In the years following, Aris 
and Philips Classical Texts published their own selected collections in Ancient Greek 
and English of Sophocles’ fragments, translated and edited by Sommerstein, 
Fitzpatrick and Talboy (2006-2011), and Euripides’, translated and edited by Collard, 
Cropp and Gibert (1995-2004).  They also offered an overview of the other ancient 
versions of the myth on which the lost play was based, its receptions and in-depth 
 16 
 
discussion of the themes, dating and other details. Most notably, they proposed a 
reconstruction of the production and an ordering of the fragments. Loeb Classical 
Library also published a number of volumes for each tragedian and the extant 
fragments of their plays, with translations in English by Sommerstein, Lloyd-Jones, 
Collard and Cropp.
21
 Both of these collections are proving immeasurably beneficial to 
the field of research on fragmentary ancient theatre, allowing those not trained to a 
high level, or even at all in the ancient languages to have access to materials with 
which it was hitherto almost impossible for them to engage. 
As previously mentioned, the fragmentary plays that will be discussed in this 
thesis differ in terms of the extant and type of evidence for them which we possess. In 
some cases, papyri finds have given us a substantial portion of the play’s dialogue, for 
example Sophocles’ Ichneutae, but little or nothing to suggest what occurred in the 
sections that are still missing. In other circumstances, we have only a couple of 
sentences, possibly in the form of short quotations from an ancient prose author, for 
the entire play: there is little more than this for Euripides’ Alcmaeon in Corinth. 
Therefore, in order to reconstruct the rest of the production, one will need to look for 
other sources of information to guide the reconstruction of the sequence of the 
fragments and fill in the gaps that are missing. A hypothesis may have been 
discovered that could provide an outline of the main events that occurred within the 
play and potentially assist with the ordering of the fragments, as is probable in the case 
of Sophocles’ Tereus.  
                                                          
21
 Aeschylus III: Fragments. Edited and translated by Alan H. Sommerstein (2008), Sophocles: 
Fragments. Edited and translated by Hugh Lloyd-Jones (1996), Euripides VII: Fragments: Aegeus-
Meleager. Edited and translated by Christopher Collard and Martin Cropp (2008a) and Euripides VIII: 





Another source of material to assist in creating a more coherent version of the 
lost play may come from references that appear in other ancient texts. Ancient Greek 
writers such as Aristotle commented on a number of productions of which we no 
longer have complete texts, including Sophocles’ Tereus (Poetics 1454b36, where he 
refers to the famous recognition by the shuttle). Additional material may come in the 
form of later plays, including Latin adaptations of the tragedies, by Pacuvius, Naevius 
or Seneca, for example. But with the exception of Ennius’ plays about Alcmaeon, 
discussed in my chapter 6, there happen to be few relevant later plays in the case of 
those discussed in this thesis, and anyway such evidence is deeply problematic since 
later playwrights were very free with their Athenian archetypes.
22
 Ancient 
mythographers including Apollodorus and Hyginus often preserve details of plots 
which look tragic in origin, but their ‘potted’ versions of the stories can be 
misleading.
23
 There can be helpful iconographic evidence, for which the major 
research resources are Trendall and Webster, Taplin, and the Lexicon Iconographicum 
Mythologiae Classicae,
24
 and this has been used fruitfully, for example, by Keen, 
Bardel and Seaford.
25
 But even vase-paintings contemporary with the playwrights 
have their limitations, being unable to provide us with dialogue or an overall structure. 
The episodes represented may have also have been manipulated by the vase-painters, 
mural-painters, or later writers.  
                                                          
22
 See, for example, the ancient theatrical reception of Euripides discussed in Rosie Wyles’ Royal 
Holloway University of London PhD  thesis, The Stage Life of Costume in Euripides' Telephus, 
Heracles and Andromeda; An Aspect of Performance Reception within Graeco-Roman Antiquity 
(2007).  On ancient lost adaptations of parts of Aeschylus’ Oresteia and how different they were from 
the original, see Easterling (2006) and Hall (2006a). 
23
 On the difficulties of reconstructing lost plays where the mythical tradition was very flexible, as in the 
case of Orestes’ adventures, see Hall (2013) chapters 3-5. 
24
 Trendall and Webster. Illustrations of Greek Drama (1971), Taplin. Pots and Plays: Interactions 
between Tragedy and Greek Vase-painting of the Fourth Century BC (2007), LIMC (1981-1999). 
25




When it comes to the theory and method of reconstruction, many scholars have 
assumed that an in-depth understanding of the tragedian’s dramaturgical practice, as 
demonstrated in his surviving plays, can provide a key to ‘unlocking’ the mysteries 
relating to the nature and sequence of events in the missing part or parts of the play. I 
think that while such information may possibly be useful when speculating about 
certain aspects of general structure—for example, Euripides’ fondness for 
programmatic prologues, ritual aetiologies and gods ex machina—it rarely helps when 
it comes to specifics of the text or details of the production. This avenue of 
investigation also requires assuming that each playwright invariably ‘stuck’to their 
own ‘formula’, an assumption which could be highly misleading.  
All these sources that could potentially assist in embellishing the fragmented 
plays are open to being wrongfully attributed or controversial to work with for other 
reasons. They may also actively hinder our search for the original plot of the dramatist. 
Quite often there were various interpretations of the same myth offered on the 
Athenian stage. Playwrights may differ in their interpretations in order to make them 
more interesting to their audience. For example, Sophocles’ Electra differs from the 
play of Electra that Euripides created. Across the classical world we have seen a 
number of instances where myths evolve and change, from which we could certainly 
conclude that not even what we think are the major points in the myth are fixed 
unchangeably. There may be core elements of the myth that are involved but there is a 
need to be very wary about their interpretation.  
 
3. The Fragment in the Light of Performance Reception of Ancient Drama   
Each fragmented play that I will be analysing within my research has inspired a 
playwright or director to bring the material back to life. My research therefore finds 
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itself located in the area of Classical Reception Studies, specifically the performance 
reception of antiquity. Pantelis Michelakis noted that this area was a new development 
in the field, stating, ‘in recent decades, the performance reception of Greco-Roman 
drama has emerged as a subfield of classical reception at the intersect between classics 
and theatre studies.’26 It is not surprising that a new approach to reception studies has 
been established if we look at the sheer volume of productions that have occurred 
towards the end of the twentieth century and beginning of the twenty- first. Edith Hall 
addressed this increase and the appeal of Greek tragedy in this statement: 
 
More Greek tragedy has been performed in the last thirty years than at 
any point in history since Greco-Roman antiquity. Translated, adapted, 
staged, sung, danced, parodied, filmed, enacted, Greek tragedy has 
proved magnetic to writers and directors searching for new ways in 
which to pose questions to contemporary society and to push back the 
boundaries of theatre. The mythical, dysfunctional, conflicted world 
portrayed in the archetypal plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and 
Euripides has become one of the most important cultural and aesthetic 
prisms through which the real, dysfunctional, conflicted world of the 





In A Companion to Classical Receptions (2008), Hardwick and Stray emphasis the 
notion that we should move away from a tendency to acknowledge only one 'correct' 
way of analysing ancient texts—the traditional, philological and aesthetic comparison 
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of one text with its supposed ‘source’—and instead accept that all texts are received 
diachronically by other texts in an unceasing process of evolution. Hardwick goes on 
to argue that even during the classical period, both the Greeks and Romans were 
already producing their own receptions of stories and plays, which will be seen well 
documented through my research in the following chapters.
28
 Theatre in the ancient 
world, particularly in the tragic genre, was a world where myths and legends were 
constantly revised and recycled to create new productions. This is still true today. 
The notion of performance reception can be described, in simple terms, as the 
investigation into the reuse and development of ancient plays through performance 
subsequently to the original premieres. It looks at these revivals and interpretations, 
which can be in the original language, translated or adapted, not only for what it can 
tell us about the classical play but also the historical and social conditions of the 
playwright/director and their audience. There is no precise way performance reception 
should be utilised, for it can be practised starting from a number of different 
viewpoints. By nature it is accepting of multidisciplinary research and often can work 
alongside a variety of other investigative stances such as psychoanalytical or feminist 
theory.  In order to study something so transient as performance, it requires the need to 
consult a vast array of primary evidence. This has been noted by Hardwick in her 
monograph on reception studies, which outlines that evidence can include not only the 
ancient text and the contemporary script, but also elements such as set and lighting 
design, costume, movement and acting style.
29
 Some additional assistance can be 
provided through visual aids such as photographs and performance footage, as well as 
posters and programmes, but often these items can be misrepresentative, lost or 
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difficult to obtain. Further insight into the exact motives of a playwright or director 
can be documented through interview but this can have many pitfalls.  
The reception of ancient drama can take two main avenues. The first focuses 
on the relationship between a text and its performance. A researcher would explore the 
ancient play in its original context, looking for signifiers within the lines that can 
suggest how the action would have been performed, costume design and directions. 
With the inclusion of additional ancient material, such as literary accounts, 
performance spaces and representation in artwork, to inform their views, they would 
then approach the contemporary stagings looking for comparisons and differences.
30
 
This technique has been employed by a number of academics in the field of reception 
studies, but most notably Oliver Taplin, who has a published a plethora of ground- 
breaking work using this approach, as well as David Wiles and Simon Goldhill who 
have examined in-depth the elements of Greek theatre performance and how they can 
be played out on the contemporary stage.
31
  
The second avenue for research involves investigating the impact the 
performance of the ancient text has had diachronically and synchronically. Looking at 
one ancient play’s revivals across a number of years can provide insights into how 
different political and social contexts can have an impact on the reception of the plot. 
This socio-historical approach and its advantages have been fruitfully demonstrated by 
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the numerous works that have been produced in association with the Archive of 
Performances of Greek and Roman Drama based in Oxford (APGRD). Medea in 
Performance 1500-2000 and Agamemnon in Performance: 458 BC to AD 2004 
showcased the reception of these well-known tragedies throughout time and discussed 
the social contexts and interests of directors and audiences that influenced the work 
with each new staging. 
32
 Hall and Macintosh, who both worked on these edited 
volumes of essays by diverse specialists, also adopted a broadened view of ancient 
drama in general to look at its impact on the British stage, producing Greek Tragedy 
and the British Theatre, 1660-1914, as well as the acclaimed edited volume, Dionysus 
Since 69: Greek Tragedy at the Dawn of the Third Millennium, which questioned why 
there was such a renewed interest in Greek tragedy in the world of performing arts 
during the late twentieth century.
33
 Both academics have gone on to produce their own 
unique monographs on the performance receptions of ‘complete’ productions such as 
Oedipus Tryannus and Iphigenia in Tauris.
34
  Similarly, Helene, P. Foley and 
Marianne McDonald have provided the field of performance reception with invaluable 
research concerning the performances of Greek drama on the American stage.
35
 Their 
contribution to the field of performance reception is tremendous and it is thanks to 
these scholars that interest in this type of study has grown and will continue to grow. 
This has meant that there is a vital need to preserve the histories of these performances 
in order to assist future scholars with their research. Hall and Taplin became aware of 
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this requirement and in 1996 established the Archive of Performances of Greek and 
Roman Drama at the University of Oxford, with the aim of documenting the history of 
the performances of ancient plays across time within the areas of theatre, stage, film, 
opera and dance, and of encouraging playwrights to find inspiration in this specific 
theatre tradition. The evidence they have collected to date has been astonishing, and 
within the archive there is access to a plethora of scripts, newspaper and journal 
articles, posters, programmes, pictures and film footage. The establishment of the 
AGPRD and its aim to preserve this evidence is highly beneficial to scholars in the 
field and has assisted this thesis greatly, acting as a springboard for more intensive 
investigation.  
In regards to scholarly work on the performance reception of ancient 
drama fragments, however, the available publications are much smaller in number. A 
few scholars acknowledge that contemporary adaptations of the incomplete plays have 
occurred, but this is usually only as an aside within a larger piece on performance 
reception or as a footnote. The production that captures most scholarly attention is 
Tony Harrison’s The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus, which stems from the fragmented satyr 
play, Ichneutae. The scholarly attention is perhaps due to the sheer volume of 
fragments that were uncovered of the lost play, but more likely it was a result of how 
monumental, original and successful it was as a modern production. This will be 
discussed further in my chapter 2. In her thesis, Hallie Rebecca Marshall has provided 
some extensive engagement with Harrison’s work and involvement with the ancient 
text, for which I am grateful.
36
 Hall is one of the few academics who has engaged with 
the reception of fragmentary productions in recent years. She champions the idea of 
ancient fragmentary plays informing contemporary interpretations, having written on 
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Harrison’ The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus on numerous occasions and assisted in the 
creation of Colin Teevan’s Alcmaeon in Corinth, which will be one of the productions 




4. The Romance of the Fragment 
The word ‘fragment’ is generally understood in terms of this definition, as a ‘detached, 
isolated or incomplete part…a part remaining or still preserved when the whole is lost 
or destroyed’ (The Oxford English Dictionary).38 This sense of isolation from 
completion has intrigued scholars in many disciplines. In the introduction to 
Sommerstein, Fitzpatrick and Talboy’s first collection of Sophocles’ fragmentary 
plays they took the view that everything historical is fragmentary:  
 
At one level, a simple answer to this question is that all study of the past 




However, this is not a new concept. Eighteenth-century Britain was intrigued by all 
versions of fragments. Sophie Thomas recounts in her article on the idea of the 
fragment during the Romantic period how fashionable people within high society had 
ruins created in their gardens and even contemporary literary compositions were 
physically made to look as if they were ancient texts.
40
 The idea of something being a 
fragment was also popular in the style of literature from the epoch. Rather than 
fragments being sections of old texts that have been lost to time and the elements, 
what was deemed as fragmentary were writings that had lacked completion due to the 
author’s failings. This is represented in many collections of work by poets and authors 
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and is particularly striking in Coleridge’s incomplete poem, Christabel (1797-1800), 
of which he only ever completed two of the planned five sections. In regards to the 
classical world, the literary allure that fragmented classical verse had for Bryon and 
the Rossettis during the Romantic period has been documented in Balmer’s 
monograph on fragments.
41
 While I am not in this thesis concerned with the Romantic 
period’s reception of ancient drama, either in performance or in other media, the 
Romantic attitude towards the idea of the fragment and fragmentation can assist in 
developing thoughts that can fruitfully be applied, particularly when looking at the 
contemporary attempts to create something new out of the fragmented play.  
What can you do with something that is not complete? It is an item or moment 
that belongs to an age that can still remain completely alien, even if you have spent 
your life’s work investigating it. Thomas suggests that this is one of the reasons why 
fragments can be viewed as disturbing entities. They play upon the imagination by 
promising or suggesting more than what they actually are, while at the same time 
reminding the recipient/viewer that their promise can never be recovered or fully 
experienced. They tease the modern spectator with their hidden knowledge. Moreover, 
fragments simultaneously raise and reject the potential of wholeness and completion. 
Therefore, in Thomas’ eyes, fragments become representative of a sense of disorder 
and incoherence.
42
 However, could the fragment regain its sense of wholeness when it 
is used as a stimulus to create something new? Or should the fragment be celebrated as 
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5. Cultural Developments and Influences  
It is important to acknowledge that there have been several cultural developments of 
significance within society and academia during the late – twentieth and early twenty –
first centuries that certainly contributed to, what could be defined as, the ‘cultural 
moment’, from which a renewed interest in the ancient fragments was born. The 
majority of the material discussed within this thesis, whether overtly acknowledged or 
not, has been influenced by the shifts in attitudes towards ideologies concerning topics 
such as feminism, sexuality and race that started to occur in the 1980s and beyond. 
Scholars such as Hartman, Curran, Petley and Gaber have labelled this period as the 
‘culture wars’.43  
In the United Kingdom and the United States of America, a period of social 
change was taking place, where the public were starting to question what should be 
considered ‘normal’. Prior to this, entrenched in the fabric of both societies, the 
thought was that the status quo was a white, heterosexual, patriarchal family. White 
men appeared to hold dominance in society, and all other groups were marginalised. 
However, various social movements that were established on both sides of the 
Atlantic, saw a shift in this view. In the USA, Hartmann claims the ‘culture wars’ that 
took place in the 1980s and 1990s rose out the important events of the 1960s.
44
 Social 
movements such as civil rights, Black Power movement, gay rights, the Feminist 
movement and other identity-related movements, confronted America with new 
peoples, new ideals and new versions of the idea of the country itself. The concept of 
what it was to be an ‘American’ was suddenly publically questioned. While these 
movements may have not been as immediately successful on a political level, they 
                                                          
43
 For discussion on the ‘culture wars’, please see Curran, Gaber and Petley’s Culture Wars: The Media 
and The British Left (Edinburgh University Press, 2005), Hartman’s A War for the Soul of America 
(University of Chicago Press, 2015) and Chapman and Ciment’s Culture Wars: An Encyclopedia of 
Issues, Voices and Viewpoints (Routledge, 2014). 
44
 Hartman (2015) 1-5. 
 27 
 
promoted change on a cultural level, with the results being seen in the 1980s, 1990s 
and 2000s. While the passing of the Civil Rights Act occurred in 1964, this was not 
instantly effective. The 1980s showed that there were massive levels of racial 
inequality, which prompted intellectuals and the American public to think about what 
race meant in terms of American identity in new and different ways. Another big topic 
that affected the general populous was the attitude towards gender. Women and men 
were expected to behave in certain ways, however the feminist and gay rights 
movements challenged these conventions, paving the way for women to have more 
independence, and for sexuality to be discussed openly.  
While this period of change was impacting America, in the UK, Margaret 
Thatcher’s 1979 general election victory also marked a significant change in British 
politics. To many, it felt that the conservative government that she ran only benefited 
the white, heterosexual, upper class males in a growingly diverse country. There was 
strong opposition to this from those deemed outside of Thatcher’s audience and 
prompted more discussion on diversity in regards to gender, race and sexuality.
45
 It 
was clear that a number of groups were discriminated against or being marginalised. 
Social composition was changing within 1980s Britain. A growing proportion of 
women (and most importantly, married women) were undertaking full-time paid 
employment, allowing a level of economic independence. Germaine Greer’s 1970 
publication, The Female Eunuch,
46
 had become a key text of the feminist movement, 
and their influence of promoting female independence was coming to the fore. There 
were also significant shifts in social attitudes, behaviours and institutional regulations 
surrounding sexuality. 
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 Throughout the twentieth century, the topic of sexuality moved closer to the 
centre of public debate than ever before. The Victorian ideals of keeping sexuality 
within the confinement of the private heterosexual family started to unravel. The 
"swinging sixties" had become a metaphor for contemporary social conflict. It was 
seem by British progressives as an era of excitement that ushered in much needed 
social change, assisting the promotion of the civil rights movements, decolonisation, 
women’s liberation, gay & lesbian liberation and peace movements, as outlined by 
Curran, Gaber Petley.
47
 The benefits of this shift were continued to be felt in the late 
twentieth century and beyond. 
We can also see a distinct shift in the world of academia, during this time 
period, particularly in the field of Classical study. The questioning of what ‘normal’ 
should be perceived as, which was being debated in the public sphere, was changing 
the academic landscape in the UK. The 1975 Sex Discrimination Act and the 1976 
Race Relations Act, which made it illegal to be discriminated against, in regards to 
education and work, based upon gender and/or ethnicity, was one of many catalysts 
that saw the field of Classics start to move away from being dominated by white 
males, and become much more diverse. This prompted interest in the alternative lenses 
in which to view the classical world. Feminist and queer approaches to ancient texts 
that were born out of this time period opened up new dimensions of shifting 
subjectivity and addressed the non –hegemonic discourses that challenged, adapted or 
subverted entrenched masculine habits of thought. In addition to these new readings, 
post-colonial and ethnically-focused investigations were soon added. The US 
academic scene also went through a similar transformation of approach during this 
time period. While it may have taken some time to take effect, the impact of these 
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changes on both sides of the Atlantic can be seen in the production of important works 
of research such as the edited volume, Feminist Theory and the Classics 
48
 and the 
controversial scholarly work by Martin Bernal, Black Athena: The Afroasiatic Roots of 
Classical Civilization.
49
 The world of classical research attempted to become all 
encompassing, and thus prompted more engagement with ancient texts in translation 
and an increase in accessibility. 
One field within Classics that benefited substantially from these new 
approaches was the study of ancient theatre and its reception. The arts have long been 
used as a way of exploring new contentious topics, and as the edited volume, Dionysus 
since ’69 shows us, Greek tragedy and comedy has been incredibly attractive to 
modern writers and directors, particularly since 1969, who look for new ways in which 
to investigate questions in contemporary society and to push the boundaries of 
theatre.
50
 The world of the ancient playwrights has become a place where the 
dysfunctional and conflicted contemporary world can be reflected. This desire to look 
for an alternative antiquity, was taken one step further by the small group of directors 
and playwrights discussed in this thesis. McRobbie claims that postmodern 
fragmentation can be seen as ‘reflective of the ongoing and historical condition of 
subaltern groups’.51 If this is indeed true, the playwrights/directors I discuss in this 
thesis have adopted this approach, which has led them away from the classical canon 
of plays that have been often used as platforms for discussion, and towards the lost 
productions of ancient Athens, thus prompting, what I believe, as a revival of interest 
in the fragmented play. 
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6. My Primary Subject-matter, Aims and Objectives 
I see a large chasm within classical scholarship. As discussed above, when classical 
scholars engage with the fragmented material of ancient drama they tend to do so 
through the ordering of the surviving material and then speculate on what may have 
occurred within the rest of the text. There has been very little acknowledgement in 
scholarship on how these segments of ancient drama have impacted theatre 
diachronically, even though the field of classical reception and performance studies 
has grown dramatically around the golden canon of complete plays. It has been 
remarked that more Greek theatre has been performed in the past 30 years, as indicated 
by the records available in the APRGD and commented upon by academics such as 
Hall, than during any other period in history except and since the Greco-Roman era.
52
 
The surviving Greek plays are highly adaptable to the contexts of a wealth of cultures 
and socio-political situations, but surely the fragmented plays are capable of this too if 
given the opportunity?  
It is in the hands of a number of playwrights and directors who, particularly 
since the mid/late 1980s, have developed the belief that the fragment is a sign of 
infinite possibility and potential. The broken plays have become a basis for renewed 
creativity and they return them to the theatrical world not just to provide a voice for 
the lost ancient productions but also to be used in a new storytelling format that 
encompasses the thoughts and cultural context of the modern world. With so much of 
our knowledge on the ancient world incomplete and fragmented, surely the idea of the 
fragment and engagement with it should be greater. However, as demonstrated in the 
discussions above, there has yet to be a single, sustained piece of scholarly work that 
investigates a number of fragmented plays and their contemporary receptions in one 
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place.  This is the scholarly gap I have set out to fill. By analysing them side by side 
with one another, perhaps we can learn more about the fragmented play and 
performance reception. 
I intend to question why there has been a renewed interest from practitioners 
in the plays from antiquity that are fragmented since the 1980s, a period of time that 
has seen a flurry of theatrical activity in regards to the incomplete play. The collection 
of plays, both ancient and modern, that are presented within this thesis have been 
selected with a number of reasons in mind. My approach commenced with looking at 
the contemporary productions and, from a practical point of view, how much material 
was available initially. A few of these adaptations had already attracted scholarly 
focus, however the majority had yet to be acknowledged in the academic sphere. In 
some cases, documentation such as informative reviews were scarce, and all that was 
available consisted of the script and the occasional reference on a website. In addition, 
to narrow my focus, I investigated our current knowledge on the fragmented plays that 
these modern versions were based upon, and the possible interactions that the directors 
and playwrights may have had with the original subject matter. Furthermore, the 
primary reason for why I have chosen these productions for intense study is due to the 
value they offer us intellectually. The contemporary plays that are examined in the 
forthcoming chapters, while individually offer very different approaches to the idea of 
the fragment, they are collectively representative of the new attitude that occurred in 
the late twentieth century towards classics,
53
 and the need for a new way to engage 
with classical theatre and contemporary issues. Whether they are aware of it or not, my 
chosen playwrights and directors work within an avant-garde postmodernist frame. 
They have been influenced by the ground breaking events and movements that have 
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occurred in the later parts of the twentieth century, and their works are reflections on 
this. If modernism looks at fragmentation as a loss of completeness, postmodernism 
sees the status of the fragment as something to be celebrated.
54
 The plays I have 
selected certainly do this in their own manner, and assist us in understanding why this 
renewed interest in the lost plays appears to occur.  The investigation will deal with 
the extant evidence from the ancient plays featured, which will see me engage with the 
surviving data and query the existing scholarship and thought on areas such as 
fragment allocation, plot summary, characterisation and production themes. I will go 
on to showcase how the contemporary playwrights/directors have taken this 
information and brought the ancient plays back to the stage. This will include 
discussion on all the following: the playwrights’ / directors’ motives for the 
productions, the level of involvement within the texts of the extant ancient material; 
decisions concerning the plot; the creation of new themes; and what sort of ‘message’, 
if any, for a contemporary audience. By presenting this research, I propose that an 
informed discussion can take place on why engagement with this subject field is 
important. I hope to provide at least provisional answers to the question: What is the 
appeal of these fragmented plays for contemporary playwrights?  
This thesis is an examination of aspects of both the classical world and of 
modern theatre and, therefore, needs to draw upon a number of resources. Not only has 
my research involved locating and consolidating the ancient fragments from each of 
the five fragmented plays, but also, like a detective, seeking out other evidence from 
the Greco-Roman period that could– with caution– assist in providing clues to a 
potential plot summary, character list or dialogue topic. As will be shown in the 
following chapters, these details came from a variety of source material which 
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included discussion by Roman mythographers, references from poetry and, in at least 
one case, artistic representation. I devote the first part of each chapter to the extensive 
analysis of what fragments remain of the ancient play, as well as other sources that 
may provide us with possible plotlines for what has been lost, for example, detailed 
accounts of other classical literary works are included. I believe it is important to 
present this evidence as fully as possible so that we gain the best possible picture of 
what may have occurred within the story. I am aware that we cannot be certain 
whether the original Greek production influenced subsequent works or that a 
commonly agreed mythological plotline existed for each ancient play, however these 
literary texts can provide us with some context for our surviving fragments, as snippets 
of dialogue are often discovered in an isolated manner with no theatrical commentary, 
and, in addition, can offer potential information on what may have occurred during the 
performance. Moreover, I have presented the extant evidence in an in-depth, 
descriptive manner for these ancient materials may have been accessed by the modern 
playwrights during their creative process and influenced their approach. For the 
correlating contemporary adaptations that are discussed, an extensive study of each 
was needed.  I will provide detailed plot outlines of the modern adaptations for I 
believe posing the classical evidence and contemporary production summaries side by 
side are essential to the research in this thesis. This juxtaposition showcases how these 
plays have developed from their ancient roots, the directors/playwrights’ style of 
dramaturgy and what choices have been made to create this new piece of theatre. In 
addition, a number of the scripts were difficult to locate and therefore, due to their lack 
of availability, I saw a need to document a detailed account of the plot. Archival 
material such as interviews, photographs and recordings were essential to provide 
some basic context and initial research, but in the case of some of these productions, 
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documentation and surviving evidence was lacking and needed the input of 
individuals’ recollections. While I only contain a selection of my interviews with some 
of the playwrights/directors that are featured in this thesis, I have spoken to a number 
of individuals who were involved in a production or witnessed a staging who have 
assisted me by providing context or alternative avenues to pursue that would have 
been unrecorded. In regards to the interviews, of which transcripts are attached at the 
end of the thesis, these were highly insightful and offered the opportunity to tailor my 
questions to each. I am grateful for their involvement, especially since I was asking 
them to comment on events and decisions they made ten or twenty years ago.  
As I commenced investigating the field of fragmented plays and their 
contemporary realisations, I begun to discover that there had been a larger number of 
playwrights engaging with fragmentary plays than I first realised, much more than 
would be able to be discussed in this thesis. Therefore, decisions were made to provide 
only a selection of what has occurred. Pragmatically, this selection process was based 
on what materials were available; the impact the contemporary production has had in 
the world of theatre and the opportunities for discussion. A few of these adaptations 
had already attracted scholarly focus, however the majority had yet to be 
acknowledged in the academic sphere. In some cases, documentation such as 
informative reviews were scarce, and all that was available consisted of the script and 
the occasional reference on a website. In addition, to narrow my focus, I investigated 
our current knowledge on the fragmented plays that these modern versions were based 
upon, and the possible interactions that the directors and playwrights may have had 
with the original subject matter. Ultimately, the primary reason for why I have chosen 
these productions for intense study is due to the value they offer us intellectually. The 
contemporary plays that are examined in the forthcoming chapters, while individually 
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offer very different approaches to the idea of the fragment, they are collectively 
representative of the new attitude that occurred in the late twentieth century towards 
classics,
55
 and the need for a new way to engage with classical theatre and 
contemporary issues. Whether they are aware of it or not, my chosen playwrights and 
directors work within an avant-garde postmodernist frame. They have been influenced 
by the ground breaking events and movements that have occurred in the latter parts of 
the twentieth century, and their works are reflections on this. If modernism looks at 
fragmentation as a loss of completeness, postmodernism sees the status of the 
fragment as something to be celebrated.
56
 The plays I have selected certainly do this in 
their own manner, and assist us in understanding why this renewed interest in the lost 
plays appears to occur.   
There is currently no ‘correct’ or agreed way to conduct research within the field 
of ancient Greek theatre production. As outlined by Hall, and mentioned earlier in this 
introduction, the research area of Performance Reception is still developing.
57
 Due to 
its highly subjective nature it presents a number of challenges for academic study. Hall 
claims that ‘no two scholars will practice Performance Reception in the same way’. 58 
This is incredibly true as approaches to the study of performance differ widely due to 
the plethora of theories that work alongside reception studies and types of material to 
take into consideration.
59
 Theatre productions are performative events by nature and 
therefore difficulties can be met trying to document something that is considered 
incredibly transitory. Fischer – Lichte considers that the ephemeral state of theatre 
means that we will never be able to truly document the performance and the reception 
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experience of the audience.
60
 It is due to this truth that I have chosen to take on a 
number of different approaches to the reception of the plays within this thesis.  
The productions within this body of research are all considered adaptations of 
their original ancient play, therefore it is important to look at what we have in terms of 
the original stimulus and its influence on the modern play. It is vital to overtly outline 
these plots and significant changes to showcase the development of the new 
production, but also to inform as their stories are relatively unknown in comparison to 
the complete ancient Greek tragedies that are regularly performed and canonically 
discussed. This style of analysis is very much connected with my main approach 
towards the contemporary recreations. I have chosen an author-centric style of 
research for it can assist in drawing connections with social, aesthetic, and intellectual 
agendas of the directors and the societies in which they are operating. While we can 
look at the text, production materials and audience members’ reactions post-event, 
there will always be gaps in knowledge, especially when a production has taken place 
a number of years prior. My interest lies in the decisions made by the playwright/ 
director. There are many theories on authorship and ownership concerning productions 
of theatre,
61
 however, in my view, I believe that the playwright/director takes the key 
role in creating the piece of art presented, and his/her thoughts concerning intentions 
and the purpose of staging, whether these are conscious or subconsciously made, are 
valuable in discussing the reception of theatre. I am aware that taking an author-centric 
approach to my research could be seen as flawed, however, in some cases, the most 
informative sources on these productions surround the role of the playwright/director. 
I understand that this style of research should be navigated with acute awareness for 
                                                          
60
 Fischer-Lichte (2010) 31. 
61
 For more on authorship in theatre, please see: D.Keith Peacock’s Changing Performance: Culture 
and Performance in the British Theatre Since 1945 (Verlag Peter Lang, 2007) and Elaine Aston and 
George Savona’s Theatre as Sign System: A Semiotics of Text and Performance (Routledge, 1991). 
 37 
 
there are many traps that one can fall into. Within the field of contemporary literary 
study, scholars such as Bennett and Mitchell debate the reliability of author-centric 
research, and suggest that it should be disregarded during analysis.
62
 This has 
developed out of the theory known as the ‘Intentional Fallacy’, which was outlined by 
Wimsatt and Beardsley in their essay on authorial intention,
63
 implying that an 
author’s intent cannot be confirmed through their text. Mitchell claims that by taking 
the view of focusing on the author, it promotes the idea of ‘the author as ideal reader 
of his works, and that authors’ statements on the meanings of (or intentions behind) 
their own works cannot, therefore, be contradicted’64. Bennett claims that by 
approaching a living author to ask their intention on a particular text, that we will 
receive ‘another text (his or her answer), which would then, in turn, be open to 
interpretation’.65 However, he also acknowledges that when reading a text or viewing 
a production, it can be difficult to disassociate what we know – or think we know- 




One of the reasons why I have chosen to be fairly author-centric in my research 
is that materials such as commentaries and reviews, on the one hand, can provide 
valuable research, but, on the other hand, can also be misleading. Today, we live in a 
world where theatrical reviews can be published by anyone online through mediums 
such as blogs and websites. In regards to my chosen productions, I did utilise this 
evidence in some cases but I did so with caution, due to their questionable validity and 
small contribution of new information. For many of the lesser known plays discussed 
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in this thesis, there was a lack of published opinion. Quite often the only details one 
could extrapolate were the performance date, location, casting, and perhaps the link 
the modern play has with its ancient stimulus. A possible explanation for this is that, 
due to the complexities and uniqueness of these reimagined fragmented productions, 
reviewers found it difficult to write extensively about this new approach. They would 
be unable to refer to previous versions of these plays, unlike with productions of 
canonical texts such as Medea and Oedipus Rex. The fragment adaptations find 
themselves unable to fit into the usual canon of classical theatre and adaptation, nor do 
they find themselves fitting comfortably under the title of a brand new play. This 
contributed to my reasoning for focusing on the playwright/director’s choices and 
intent.  
In order to provide insights into these plays, I have been lucky enough to 
perform a number of interviews with some elusive theatre directors and playwrights to 
discuss their material. Despite having to be selective on the productions I engage with, 
my research covers a number of contemporary stagings, with some ancient texts 
discussed in reference to two adaptations, but each of them suggests to us something 
new about how the original production may have been, as well as the mind-set of the 
contemporary playwright. 
I have chosen five lost Attic plays; four tragedies and one satyr play and 
therefore this thesis had been divided into main 5 chapters, with each focusing on one 
ancient play and the adaptations that have been inspired by the surviving fragments. In 
each chapter, I will first clearly lay out the evidence (which can include an extensive 
discussion of the fragments themselves and versions of the myth/story that appear in 
the literature of later antiquity) that survives for the ancient play, any academic 
engagement with the surviving materials and hypotheses on the plot of the lost play. I 
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intend to question the ordering of the surviving fragments that scholarship has already 
provided and in some instances offer my own reordering and thoughts on how the 
ancient plot would have played out. I will then showcase the contemporary adaptation 
through a detailed discussion of the plot, explain how the playwright/director has 
engaged with the fragmentary material and how their new version compares to the 
original. The final part of each chapter will discuss what we can learn from comparing 
the ancient with the contemporary and what themes or moments stand out from both.  
The concluding chapter in this thesis will pull together all the plays 
discussed earlier, and draw inferences from a collective comparison. I will draw out 
the themes of each to see if there if there are any connections or reasoning why these 
fragmented plays appeal to a contemporary playwright/director and what can they tell 
a modern audience about ancient drama and how it is revived.  Using this framework, 
I will present new insights into how the fragmented ancient play has theatrically been 








Over a hundred miles south-west of Cairo is el-Behnesa, the ancient Oxyrhynchus, the 
city named for its tutelary sharp-nosed fish.  Oxyrhynchus flourished in antiquity for 
many centuries and was governed by many different empires—the Persians, the 
Ptolemies, the Romans, the Byzantines and the Arabs. But by 1897, when two British 
classicists, funded by the Egypt Exploration Fund, arrived to look for early Christian 
papyrus texts, it was a neglected village. Bernard Pyne Grenfell and Arthur Surridge 
Hunt, who had both been educated at The Queen’s College, Oxford, were amazed and 
delighted when hundreds of papyri were found in the mounds surrounding the ancient 
city which seem to have functioned as rubbish dumps.  
  Between then and 1907, Grenfell and Hunt found many other ancient 
texts, some of which had disappeared many centuries before, including lyric poetry, 
works by Callimachus, and fragments of Euripides. The texts, most of them now in the 
Sackler Library at Oxford, have been edited and published since 1907. The 
longstanding leader of the project today is Professor Peter Parsons, who also published 
the best general book on Oxyrhynchus and its remarkable texts, on which most of my 
background information in this chapter draws, City of the Sharp-Nosed Fish: Greek 
Lives in Roman Egypt (2007). 
  The discovery of the tatters of Sophocles’ Ichneutae in 1907 was a 
particular moment for a number of reasons. One was that it provided more evidence 
for a genre that until then had been represented almost exclusively by one complete 
script, that of Euripides’ Cyclops. It also shows Sophocles, famed tragedian, writing 
humorous drama in a much lighter vein. Over seventy years after the discovery, it 
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inspired a new play and production incorporating the fragments. Premiering in 1988 in 
the ancient Greek stadium of Delphi, it is the earliest of the reconstructed plays to be 
studied in detail in this thesis and therefore takes pride of place in the discussion. In 
the late 1980s, following the success of his translation of the Oresteia, directed by 
Peter Hall, at the National Theatre, Harrison wrote what is seen by many as the most 
groundbreaking and significant of all the adaptations of fragmentary ancient Greek 
theatre, The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus. It is itself a self-conscious reflection on the 
historical plight of incomplete plays in cultural history. It incorporates the fragments 
of Ichneutae (Trackers), with its dramatization of the story of the satyrs who tracked 
the cattle of Apollo stolen by Hermes. But the plotline contextualizes the discovery 
and, furthermore, the historical treatment of the fragments, which leads to a recreation 
of a lost production as well as situating the new drama within the wider dramatic 
context of 1980s Britain. The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus was a huge success and has 
subsequently been voted one of the best plays of the twentieth century by the National 
Theatre Millennium Poll. 
At the heart of Harrison’s dramatic conception is the identification of Grenfell 
with Apollo. They share ‘astounding intellectual snobbery’.67 Shocked when he finds 
out that texts containing Greek poetry have turned into disgusting garbage, he 
exclaims: 
 Converted into dust and bookworm excreta,  
 riddled lines with just ghost of their metre.  
 All my speeches, all my precious words  
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He has nothing but contempt for the rowdy satyrs, who are, as is implied, very much 
working-class since they began the play as local Egyptian manual labourers hired by 
Grenfell and Hunt to do the hard work at Oxyrhynchus. As Edith Hall has put it, 
Harrison ‘thus used the very history of the papyri to explore, through creative 
adaptation of Sophocles’ precious text, the contrasts between “low” entertainment and 
“high” art—intellectual property monopolised by elites and used to exclude their 
inferiors from education, power and privilege.’69  
Scholars have approached Harrison’s production from different perspectives. 
Some, such as Marianne McDonald, have acknowledged the play’s impact on the 
wider performance reception of ancient drama.
70





 and Hallie Rebecca Marshall,
73
 have looked, amongst other things, at 
the themes of politics, culture and class struggle that seem to be at the core of 
Harrison’s adaptation, as with his other works. In addition to this, a handful have 
investigated the fragments in a more traditional academic manner.
74
 My intention is to 
bridge the gap between these previous studies by looking at both the Sophoclean 
fragments and Harrison’s alternative version, but from a distinctive perspective. 
Violent destruction plays an integral part in the fragment’s physical survival and I 
suggest that this is reflected in The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus in a variety of ways.  
By integrating the fragmented original into a complete new play, Harrison 
ensured that Sophocles’ unique, mutilated satyr play could be heard by a 
contemporary audience. In this chapter I will firstly outline the extant evidence 
available for the satyr play and how it was discovered. I will then conduct a discussion 
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which will outline how Harrison engaged with this material in order to create The 
Trackers of Oxyrhynchus and the constitutive elements he deployed to make the 
production whole. The final part of this chapter will look at a number of themes that 
Harrison touches upon, such as class, social disillusionment and violence, 
investigating how they manifest themselves both within the satyr play section of his 
drama and the second half. 
 
2. Surviving evidence for Sophocles’ Ichneutae  
As we have seen, the stimulus for The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus was the fragmented 
Sophoclean satyr play, Ichneutae. Translated as ‘The Searchers’ or ‘Trackers’, it was 
uncovered during the excavations at Oxyrhynchus, Egypt, in 1907. What was 
considered by Hunt to be a fair sample of the text was discovered on papyri, which, 
despite being highly broken up, were reassembled by the team and close to 400 lines 
were deemed intelligible. 
 
Fig1. P.Oxy. IX 1174 col. iv–vi, © The British Library Board, Papyrus 2068 (2).75 
 
                                                          
75
   British Library image number: G70023-22. A photograph and details of this image can be viewed 




The figure above (Fig.1) is part of the Ichneutae fragmented papyri roll and displays 
the lines from columns iv-vi. One can certainly see how damaged the original has 
become and the problems that scholars face trying to decipher the material. It has been 
violently ripped apart, shredded, and hacked to pieces by the environmental elements 
to which it has been subjected whilst lying in an ancient rubbish dump. Something that 
was once whole and perfect now appears dilapidated and incomplete. This notion of 
violence, resonating from the surviving papyri’s current state, I believe directly 
influences Harrison’s treatment of the ancient play. As we shall see in the final section 
of this chapter, the idea of violence done to the material substantially affects 
Harrison’s reconstruction of the latter part of the play. 
 Hunt suggested in his presentation at the Annual General Meeting of the Egypt 
Exploration Society that the amount of papyri discovered was potentially 
representative of ‘half the original whole’ and that a fair assessment of the plot could 
be made, which goes as follows.
76
 The cast consisted of Apollo, Silenus, Cyllene, 
Hermes and a chorus of satyrs. We learn from the remnants of Apollo’s opening 
monologue and the first part of the Sophoclean fragment that the action takes place on 
Mount Cyllene.
77
 The god has lost his prized cattle and has conducted a search for the 
animals in various central Greek locations including Thessaly and Boeotia.  
 With as yet no success, Apollo has arrived in the Peloponnesian area, offering 
a reward to whoever can locate his herd. Silenus, the leader of the chorus, enters on 
hearing Apollo’s voice and offers his assistance and the aid of his ‘sons’, the satyrs, in 
locating the cattle. Apollo agrees on the reward of a gold wreath and release from 
slavery for Silenus and his helpers. A short ode takes place before Silenus and the 
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satyrs start their search. They detect tracks which lead them to a cave, but their 
investigation is stopped short when they hear a strange noise coming from inside. This 
prompts alarm among the satyrs and, in a cowardly manner, they refuse to go ahead 
into the cave. Silenus gives a morale-boosting speech to his chorus and the hunt 
resumes briefly until another bout of strange sounds is heard, throwing the search 
party into chaos. A now scared Silenus threatens to leave.  
 But greater calm returns to the group, and in order to discover who is inside the 
cave, they make a loud commotion outside by jumping up and down and kicking. 
Cyllene emerges from inside the cave, concerned about the racket that they are 
making. She explains that she is concealing a secret from Hera; she is nursing the child 
Hermes, son of Zeus and Atlas’ daughter. The boy has grown unnaturally quickly in 
the six days since his birth. He has already invented a new instrument from the shell of 
a tortoise and cowhide and has named it the lyre. Cyllene informs them that the sound 
they heard had derived from this object. The satyrs continue to quiz Cyllene on the 
subject of the instrument and conclude that Hermes is the cattle thief since he used 
cowhide in the manufacture of the lyre. Cyllene protests that the child is innocent and 
an argument ensues. 
This is where the fragment breaks off. The conclusion of the play is unknown 
for it has failed to be preserved. Due to the substantial amount available of this satyr 
play, scholars have speculated on how it may have ended and ‘reconstructed’ its 
subsequent action in different ways. D.L. Page proposed that Apollo would have 
appeared after the argument and therefore have bestowed the promised prizes on 
Silenus and his satyrs.
78
  Page assumed that, in line with the story as narrated in the 
Homeric Hymn to Hermes, the child then appears and offers Apollo the lyre to 
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suppress his anger. However, whilst the Hymn does offer a possible answer, the main 
plot of Sophocles’ production shows that he has radically altered various aspects of the 
myth from the way in which it was previously portrayed in the Hymn. In Ichneutae, 
the tracking takes place on Mount Cyllene rather than near Pylos as described in the 
hymn (Hymn. Hom. 4.216). The local mountain nymph, Cyllene, is named as Hermes’ 
maid by Sophocles, whereas the role is often attributed to his mother Maia (as implied 
in Hymn. Hom. 4.1-19).  These and other discrepancies between the two sources 
indicate that it would be problematic to rely upon the myth outlined in the Homeric 
Hymn to Hermes as a source for a speculative ending. 
 
3. The Satyr Play as Theatrical Form 
Trying to determine the conclusion of Ichneutae is a highly perplexing exercise, since 
the satyr play is such an elusive theatrical form. Roger Lancelyn Green suggests that is 
because we have no exact comparison in our own literature, nor in the rest of the 
global cultures, today.
79
 One might propose that the satyr plays were similar to 
Mystery plays of the Middle Ages, which focused on serious and religious subject-
matter, but were however interjected with small bursts of farce. Cyclops by Euripides 
is the only complete satyr play in current existence and therefore our only complete or 
substantial textual point of comparison in regards to style and structure; however, 
descriptions in theatrical commentaries by ancient authors still exist as well as visual 
evidence that can be found on vase-paintings depicting the satyric costume. From 
these sources we can see that the satyrs possessed animalistic personality traits which 
also appeared in their physical appearance.
80
 Whilst they seemed predominately 
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human, the bestial body manifestations started as characteristics of horses and later on 
in the classical period progressed to attributes of goats, according to Richard Seaford 
in his introduction to Cyclops. Seaford defines a satyr as ‘an ambiguous creature, 
cruder than man and yet somehow wiser, combining mischief with wisdom and 
animality with divinity’.81  However, Green asserts that the satyrs were never goat-like 
and instead had ‘bristly hair, broad noses, pointed ears, even tails – but that was all’.82 
They were meant to appear primitive and semi-wild in comparison to civilized man 
and the satyrs’ personalities were those at best of unsophisticated savages; they were 
completely amoral.
83
  The satyrs were closely associated with the god Dionysus, and 
described by Pat Easterling as ‘part of the god’s entourage’.84 Their social status is 
clearly established when their relationship to the god is discussed in satyr play, 
Cyclops, where they are often referred to as slaves to the deity.
85
 
Within the fifth-century Athenian playbill, a satyr play would have been 
performed after a set of three tragedies by one playwright.  Often the plots would 
involve mythical subject matter, more light-hearted than the previous shows. Sutton 
asserted that the ‘purpose of classical satyr play was to supply comic relief after 
tragedy’;86 however this view is conjectural, with a number of scholars believing the 
plays had an alternative purpose.
87
 Green proposes that the satyr play would offer a 
similar religious experience in comparison to the tragedies, which would evoke the 
same sense of katharsis of the emotions, however with a different approach and 
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It is generally assumed that in all satyr drama, as in Cyclops, the myths and 
legends of gods and heroes were approached with a burlesque feel. The plot would 
have been well known to the audience, but a satyric spin would have been introduced 
where the satyrs would assist in a task in order to gain freedom. As a consequence 
humorous scenes would ensue, sometimes resulting in the satyrs being introduced to 
new inventions such as wine or fire. Sutton asserts that ‘almost by definition a satyr 
play must have a happy ending’,89 which is evident in the surviving satyr play, 
Cyclops, as the satyrs break into joyous song while they exit. In what has proved to be 
a highly influential article, François Lissarrague suggests that there is a ‘sociological’ 
formula for a satyr play: 
 
The recipe is as follows: take one myth, add satyrs, observe the result. 
The joke is one of incongruity, which generates a series of 
surprises....Tragedy poses fundamental questions about the relations 
between mortals and gods, or it reflects on such serious issues as 
sacrifice, war, marriage or law. Satyric drama, by contrast, plays with 





The high, and at times, elaborate idiom and style of tragedy were abandoned for the 
different tone of these comic scenarios, while not yet fully crossing over into the genre 
of comedy. Sutton claims that unlike the comedies of Aristophanes, and his fellow 
comedic playwrights, satyr plays generally avoided allusion to contemporary figures 
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  Harrison seems to contradict the ‘atopicality’ principle in his 
adaptation, but this will be discussed later on in this chapter. The verse of satyric 
drama also contained many colloquial words which were beneath the dignity of 
serious tragedy and the choral dances were wanton and wild. It is thought that the 
length of the satyric performance was only half the running time of a traditional 
tragedy. The satyrs were the only characters that appeared farcical, while the rest of 
the cast would have been stereotypical. For example, in Euripides’ Cyclops, Odysseus 
retains a similar version of the heroic character to that which he possesses within 
Homer’s epic Odyssey. 
Having an approximate sense of satyr drama’s performance style and plot is 
helpful when looking at the fragmented ancient production that has been uncovered in 
the Ichneutae papyri. Due to its fragmented state, contemporary performance is very 
rare. Despite this however, the plot lives on in Tony Harrison’s adaptation The 
Trackers of Oxyrhynchus. 
 
4. Tony Harrison’s The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus 
Tony Harrison was not a novice playwright when he undertook this challenging 
project. Although there is as yet no biography or autobiography, it is essential to 
acknowledge his background and education as contributing influences in his works.
92
 
He studied Classics at university level and throughout his career has shown a keen 
enthusiasm for the usage of classical imagery in his poetry as well as adapting and 
translating various ‘complete’ Greek tragedies including the Oresteia, the Aeschylean 
Prometheus Bound, Euripides’ Hecuba and (in an as yet unpublished play) Iphigenia 
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 His interest in ancient drama and the ritualistic aspect of this type of 
performance had started at a young age. Harrison claims that the community aspect 
was reminiscent of a celebration he experienced as a child where even ‘normally 
taciturn people [were] laughing, singing, dancing’.94 
Harrison was awarded a scholarship to Leeds Grammar School at the age of 
eleven, taking up an opportunity that his working-class family would not have been 
able to afford in normal circumstances. Here he undertook a Classical education, and 
indeed acted in a production of Euripides’ Cyclops, but yet he felt isolated and 
discriminated against when he refused to let go of his working class roots and retained 
his thick Yorkshire accent instead of ‘neutralizing’ his dialect and embracing the 
Received Pronunciation voice: 
 
At school I was never allowed to read verse out loud because of my 
Yorkshire accent. They said I was a barbarian, not fit to recite the 




This prejudice and isolation that Harrison experienced created an awareness within 
him of the class structure in Britain and the exclusionary role played by high culture 
and even of advanced literacy. His background was rendering him inarticulate in the 
view of his teachers, who would often chastise him for his accent and lack of 
eloquence. However instead of evoking a sense of shame for his class, it prompted a 
desire to embrace his—for grammar school—unconventional background: 
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My own education led me to believe that I had an inarticulate 
background,  which gave me a deep hunger for all modes of 
articulations; I learned many  languages, obsessively, and also threw 
myself in to becoming a poet, which is for me a supreme and 




He soon realized that the more knowledgeable he became, the more conscious he was 
of what he ‘owed to the goad of the inarticulate’,97 and that he should attempt to make 
society aware of the cultural divide that exists in Britain. 
In 1981, Harrison created his own translation of The Oresteia for the National 
Theatre, where he was able to connect with classical subject-matter as well as explore 
his own personal interests in contemporary cultural matters.
98
 This production was 
famously directed by Peter Hall, who too was drawn to ancient theatre. Both 
gentlemen shared preoccupations with the survival of the classical tradition, the 
arbitrary classification of culture into categories such as ‘high’ and ‘low’, ‘elite’ and 
‘popular’, and the issue of which people were deemed acceptable to enjoy what. 
The prejudicial notion that only the elite had the acumen to engage with 
classical culture was still very much in existence when Harrison and Hall began to 
collaborate. Hall acknowledged that this Victorian attitude towards knowledge 
concerning Classics, and in particular ancient theatre, still existed; he articulated the 
concept that only the upper echelons of society were allowed to connect with this type 
of material, describing The Oresteia’s ideal audience as ‘public school types and 
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members of the Church of England’.99 With this attitude firmly in their consciousness, 
poet and director went on to challenge the cultural and social problem they perceived 
through their production. Their aim was to connect with those who were culturally 
excluded by translating and handling the verse in a Northern dialect, which until this 
point had usually only been used in popular theatre to distinguish a low-class character 
or idiot.
100
 They also decided to involve the usage of contemporary colloquialisms. As 
Steve Padley asserts in his article, ‘Hijacking Culture. Tony Harrison and the Greeks’, 
the production went ‘beyond linguistic and formal considerations in its challenge to 
the assumed cultural function of the classics in the modern age.’101 
Using this successful production as a stepping-stone, Harrison continued to 
experiment with classical subject-matter and the theme of cultural dispossession. He 
chose another ‘complete’ tragedy that belonged to the ‘golden canon’ of classical 
plays, yet he approached the play as an examination of gender roles, a critique of 
patriarchal society and a showcase for civil disobedience. Medea: A Sex-War Opera 
was intended to continue his preoccupation with bringing classical material to the 
masses in a digestible manner and breaking the social hierarchies instilled by the 
remnants of Victorian thought. This was commissioned by New York Metropolitian 
Opera but due to the death of the composer, Jacob Druckman, it was never fully 
realized in the context intended. Instead, Harrison’s libretto was performed by 
Volcano Theatre Company as a play,
102
 alongside passages by Valerie Solanis from 
the SCUM (Society for Cutting Up Men) manifesto.
103
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It was on 12th July 1988 at the ancient stadium in Delphi, Greece, that 
Harrison showcased the world premiere of his production of The Trackers of 
Oxyrhynchus.
104
 Initially intended for a one-off performance, the idea of a single 
production at a thematically appropriate site is one which has been inspired in 
Harrison by what was so often the single performance nature of original Greek 
classical drama, only the most popular examples of which were usually revived. This 
was his first foray into combining the roles of playwright and director. In an 
introduction to the script, he explains how he drew upon the features of classical 
theatre staging for his production that rarely exists in productions today: 
 
It was a joint production between the National Theatre Studio and the 
European Cultural Centre of Delphi. I have always wanted to prepare a 
piece for one performance. This was what the ancient dramatists did. In 
the theatre, I most admire, poets, and I stress poets, wrote for actors 




In the same way as Sophocles would have known and written for his main 
performers,
106
 Harrison chose two actors to build his production around, two 
gentlemen from Yorkshire with whom he had worked on prior productions such as 
The Oresteia. He suggested that it was easier knowing his ‘instruments’, lead actors 
Barrie Rutter and Jack Shepherd, on a production such as this.
107
 
Harrison also had in mind the venue while he wrote The Trackers. Delphi 
seemed ideal. It is a place built for the worship of Apollo, a key character in 
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Harrison’s production, and where the god’s oracle had presided. The majority of the 
site’s buildings still remain, though in various levels of decay, including a temple and 
a theatre; the production, however, took place in the ancient stadium where 
performances have been staged in recent years.  From Harrison’s own account, we 
learn the drawbacks of staging a production in the open air. He outlines how the 
technical rehearsal was frequently interrupted by ‘wild weather’,108 and eventually 
abandoned; plans were therefore put into place in case the environmental problems 
continued to persist. Despite the factors that come into play, such as weather, when 
using a non-covered theatre, Harrison justified using this space by suggesting that it 
helped ‘dramatize a contemporary division in our culture between sport and art.’109  
The production was staged successfully on the evening of 12 July 1988, and less than 
eighteen months later, in 1990, the play was revised for a run at the National Theatre, 
London with significant changes made to the plot and the ending in order to adapt to a 
different venue, audience, and historical moment. Marianne McDonald noted that 
Harrison reworks his productions to suit the character of each venue because each 
place has its own elite and its own marginalized groups.
110
 This would explain the 
existence of the two distinct versions of the script. 
Jack Shepherd, the original Grenfell/Apollo, described The Trackers as a 
production that functions on ‘several different levels at more or less the same time...an 
altogether different account of how a discerning class has come to own high culture, 
keeping it well out of the reach of the undiscerning masses’.111 In both versions of the 
production, Harrison seems to have been preoccupied with the concept of social and 
cultural dispossession as well as giving a voice to the marginalized groups who have 
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been overshadowed throughout history due to factors such as slavery, class and 
gender. Harrison consciously divides the plot into three sections, taking the audience 
to three different historical periods in order to scrutinize these ideas and demonstrate 
how they resonate, from the classical to the Edwardian and the contemporary. 
Both the Delphi and the London productions open with the archaeologists who 
discovered the Sophoclean fragment, Grenfell and Hunt. Here Harrison contextualizes 
the discovery of fragments and how in particular the original Ichneutae papyrus scraps 
were found, informing the audience, through the dialogue between these Edwardian 
Englishmen, about the process of excavating this kind of textual material. The scene is 
set in front of Grenfell and Hunt’s excavation tent at Oxyrhynchus in 1907. The 
chorus appears on stage dressed as Fellaheen hired to assist on the dig. Grenfell is 
preoccupied with discovering the lost Sophoclean text, convinced that it is Apollo’s 
divine command. Hunt even makes references to the title of the fragmented play in his 
opening speech by claiming that they are the ‘Ichneutae’ in the context of their 
excavations, yet all they have found are papyri outlining petitions and reports. Their 
desire to uncover a piece of drama such as Ichneutae is fueled by the introduction of 
the supernatural presence of Apollo, talking through the character of Grenfell. A 
dialogue ensues between the archaeologist and Apollo while they share the same 
actor’s body. 
The prized papyrus is unearthed and precipitates the full metamorphosis of 
Grenfell into Apollo and Hunt into the lead satyr, Silenus. The Fellaheen also 
undertake a transformation and become a chorus of satyrs. Harrison drags his audience 
into the classical world at this point, entering the middle segment of the production, 
where a modified version of the plot of Ichneutae is enacted. 
The playwright fills in the gaps that were lost, with his own interpretations, as 
 56 
 
well as highlighting the discourse surrounding the translation of classical texts and 
style of language used. For example, Silenus and the satyrs use colloquial phrasing, 
whereas Kyllene opts for a style that in the text is described as a ‘tragic tone’,112 
reminiscent of the tonality used by translators in first half of the twentieth century (or 
as a satyr exclaims, as ‘Victorian verse’).113 Once he reaches the end of the surviving 
fragment, Harrison follows Page’s suggestion that Apollo and Hermes begin to argue 
over the lyre until Apollo pulls rank on baby Hermes and claims that he is “scarcely fit 
to give lyre recitals with pants full of shit.”114 
Now having the lyre in his possession, Apollo performs a recital for the satyrs 
in order to show off this new instrument. The satyrs become enthralled by the music 
and enquire whether they are allowed a turn, prompting a burst of anger from the god.  
He denies them this privilege and reminds them of Marsyas, a satyr who was flayed 
alive for mastering the aulos, an instrument considered to be the property of the gods. 
Instead he offers the rewards he promised them for locating the cattle, though the gift 
of freedom is bestowed only on the condition that they stay within the generic confines 
of the satyr play, which is not true freedom: 
 
Gold and freedom. You’re free, if you stay 




At this point, the Delphi production and National Theatre version begins to differ, 
which is understandable given the very different natures of the physical and cultural 
spaces for which the two versions of the play were written. The result is scripts that 
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are strongly related, indeed virtually identical in the opening sequences, yet distinct 
from each other, especially towards their respective ends. Harrison begins to break 
from the classical setting into a third section that emulates a world where the satyrs are 
introduced to the lifestyle of northern Europe in the late 1980s, the time period in 
which Harrison was writing. In the Delphi script, the satyrs receive bars of gold. But 
when these are unwrapped, they turn out to be ‘ghetto blasters’, which start to play 
loud music, prompting the panicked group to scatter in fright. Silenus attacks these 
unfamiliar objects in order to make the noise cease. He then embarks on a monologue, 
commenting first on the evolution of manmade products and then on the satyr’s 
function. It is not merely to provide comic entertainment through drunkenness and 
sexual exploits, but to act as a naive inquisitor by querying the unexplained and 
everything that is taken for granted, whether it be an object or mythical scenario.  
Silenus goes on to explain the story of Marsyas’ fate, including a tragic 
description of Marsyas’ terrible suffering and death, in which Harrison’s play orients 
itself firmly in the realm of the tragic rather than the comic.
116
 He questions whether 
Marsyas deserved to be punished at all. Silenus then introduces the new generation of 
satyrs, who now appear in the form of football hooligans and destroy the set by 
drawing graffiti and burning the papyrus on stage, symbolic of their contempt for high 
culture. In an exchange with the newly transformed chorus, Silenus suggests that they 
should be respectful of their origins–that is, of the play and papyrus; the chorus 
however is more concerned with destruction and anarchy, prompting Silenus to leave. 
The Delphi production concluded with the satyrs and the archaeologists, Grenfell and 
Hunt, returning to the stage and giving Sophocles a curtain call through rearranging, 
with the audience’s help, the letters of Sophocles’ name that are inscribed in ancient 
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Greek on parts of the set. As we shall see in more detail below, the National Theatre 
production kept many of the details of the Delphi staging, which however was 
developed and modified for a substantial run on the British stage. Sophocles’ curtain 
call was removed and the final section of the production lengthened to incorporate 
more discussion between Silenus and the new generation of satyrs. 
Both versions of the script make it clear that neither production lived up to the 
ancient satyrs’ reputations for revelry. It has been suggested that in the original 
Sophoclean staging, the satyrs would have celebrated the end of the play with a wild 
and boisterous dance or song, providing hilarity for the audience;
117
 Harrison’s satyrs, 
however, tend ultimately to lean towards the depressive rather than the bacchanalian. 
In the final section of The Trackers the atmosphere evoked generally is a melancholy 
one which conveys a strong sense of bitterness, disappointment, and disillusionment. 
This is highly prevalent in a number of moments, particularly in the National Theatre 
version. There is indeed frequently a build-up of anticipation, and increased emotional 
intensity, implying that a celebratory moment could take place. Yet this hope is 
invariably dashed, leaving the satyrs looking dejected and disappointed. 
The most revealing instance of this process of disillusionment occurs when Apollo 
performs the first lyre recital. The satyrs gather round him, in awe of this strange, new 
instrument, and are enraptured by the melody they hear. They all rush forward looking 
for a chance to play the new device but they are stopped in their tracks by Apollo’s 
booming, yet tantrum-like, ‘No, no, no, no, no!’118 He goes on to demoralize them by 
explaining that the lyre is: 
 
half-human, half-divine 
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and satyrs, half-beasts, must never aspire 




The satyrs’ mood shifts from excitement to devastation continue as they listen to 
Apollo claim that their lowly status will never change. By belittling the chorus, Apollo 
asserts that his position, in comparison, is of the highest standing and all that is linked 
culturally to him belongs exclusively to members of his lofty social class. As he 
asserts, his music will never henceforward be tainted by the satyrs’ unsophisticated 
reputation: 
 
There’ll be in the future an unbridgeable split 
Between the spirit of music and mere mention of shit. 
No clues should remain I had any connections 




The depressed disposition still remains with the group after Apollo leaves. Even the 
notion of gifts, which generally tends to evoke a joyful atmosphere, adds further to 
their dejection when they realize that the bars are actually ‘ghetto blasters’. These 
objects are useless to them since they are completely alien, even though Apollo deems 
the music they emit to be the only music suitable to the creatures he dismisses as 
crude, lower-class satyrs. 
The recounting of Marsyas’ flaying represents the climactic peak of the 
depressive, pessimistic, yet graphically violent atmosphere in this third phase of the 
play. The act of human flaying is a horrific method of torture, often reserved for 
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alleged criminals of whom the punisher wants to make a public example.  We are 
aware of its use in some ancient cultures from various sources that include Herodotus, 
who claimed that a corrupt Persian judge named Sisamnes was flayed for accepting a 
bribe.
121
 Even for a modern audience this act is disturbing. Harrison draws upon the 
sadistic story of the punished satyr as not only a warning to the chorus about what 
happens to those who try to be better than the gods, but also to highlight how the lower 
classes in social hierarchies are unable to become upwardly mobile as accessibility to 
culture is severely limited. In fact, the social exclusion of which they are the victims 
relies, ultimately, on state violence, or the potential for state violence, in order to 
maintain itself. 
Moreover, in addition to this, I believe that Harrison is using the act of flaying 
to reflect another prominent issue. While the Ichneutae plot was discovered on papyri, 
other play fragments have been discovered on flayed animal skin, otherwise known as 
parchment. This writing material goes through a gruesome process to reach the desired 
result; from the skinning of the animal to stretching and tanning of the skin.
122
 
Violence appears to be constantly inflicted upon the substance. While the creation of 
papyrus is less aggressive, its very survival, against so many assaults by time and 
elements, also contains inherent within it a sense of brutality. Papyrus is a fragile 
material and has suffered at the hands of the natural elements, erosion from dampness 
and excessive heat. It has been pressurized by the sand and perhaps even nibbled by 
the creatures that lived nearby. Both writing materials suffer metaphorical pain in their 
existence. Harrison makes a connection between the flaying of Marsyas’ skin and the 
mutilation of writing materials from which we obtain the fragmented plays. The 
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involvement of the Marsyas’ story reflects the splintered physical nature of the papyri 
on which the Ichneutae text has survived. 
In the scene preceding the retelling of Marsyas’ story, Silenus embarks on a 
messenger-style monologue when the satyrs have fled in terror, horrified by the late 
20
th
- century musical sounds emitting from the ghetto blasters: these are even 
described by Harrison as sounding like the terrifying scream of Marsyas. What should 
have been a celebratory moment for the satyrs, because they have just received gifts, 
turns into the platform for a gruesome retelling of their companion’s flaying. This turn 
in the plot insinuates a melancholy and downbeat ambience by including disturbing 
lines such as: 
 
The last thing Marsyas saw was his own skin 




During his monologue, Silenus, unable to cope psychologically with the shocking 
subject-matter he is discussing, starts to drink from his wine skin, as if to ‘blot out the 
memory of Marsyas’.124 Once the wineskin is empty, he tries to locate another source 
of alcohol by any means possible. He scavenges through a rubbish heap trying to find 
a cider bottle, desperate to drink himself into a stupor. Satyrs and alcohol are closely 
associated in myth, and they are often depicted taking part in drunken exploits and 
merry reveling. This time, however, to continue with the depressive atmosphere, the 
drinking is not linked with celebration, but with the disgusting and macabre. 
A different perspective on violence begins to set in as soon as it has been 
introduced by the gory and graphic account of Marsyas’ agonizing punishment. The 
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chorus returns later on in the scene as 1980s football hooligans, a group stereotypically 
seen by society, through their violent actions, as embracing the lower forms of culture 
and unable to comprehend or appreciate what is deemed as superior or refined art. 
They act in ways that seem to confirm the legitimacy of this stereotype by destroying 
the papyri from which they have come and attacking Silenus, both verbally and 
physically. The satyrs are now a new breed, deprived of traditional culture and 
learning. They are discontent with their position in society and therefore act in an 
aggressive manner. A poignant moment occurs when the satyrs, turned hooligans, put 
their usual celebratory dancing instruments, their clogs, to a new use, as weapons of 
violence: 
 
Satyr 1: Them hooves that we pranced in that shit play 
do very nicely for 
Satyr 2: G! 
Satyr 3: B! 
Satyr 2: H! 




By attacking Silenus, the new generation of satyrs are also attacking their traditions 
and heritage. He represents the old ancestral ways from which they have now broken 
away. The disillusionment of the satyrs is also prevalent in their interaction with the 
papyrus onstage during the third part of the production. In both versions they 
vandalize the papyrus with graffiti as well as, in the Delphi script, using the leftover 
material as a football, and, in the National adaptation, using the remnants as bedding 
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when they return to the stage at the end of the production in the persona of the South 
Bank homeless. In the Delphi version, the working classes are culturally limited to 
obsessive and nationalistic football fandom; in the National Theatre adaptation, they 
are too deprived even to find comfort in sport. This is Harrison showcasing what 
happens to those who are excluded from culture or literacy and are marginalized by 
society. 
The issue of cultural exclusion is really brought to the fore when Silenus asks 
the audience whether anyone can read aloud the ancient Greek that is displayed on 
stage. Unfortunately the lack of classical education in mainstream schooling in 1980’s 
Britain meant that very few members of the audience could comprehend the ancient 
language. On realization that the ‘Everyman’ constituted by each audience member is 
unable to understand, Silenus makes reference to the only person who he thinks could: 
 
Is there a doctor...some don from Queens 




Dejected, Silenus confirms his suspicions and what he seems to accept must be his 
uncultured role in contemporary society, by saying: 
 
I get it! No one reads Greek. Neither do I 
so it’s not much bloody use, the Ichneutae.127 
 
 Some critics think that Harrison has always sought to make his classical works 
as accessible to his audience as fifth-century drama was to its spectators. No matter 
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what role you played in society or class you belonged to, even the slaves who 
‘accidentally’ witnessed an ancient play, or saw its stories painted on a vase, you could 
engage with the production at some level.
128
 In contrast, others are quick to point out 
that his use of classical subject-matter and inclusion of ancient languages are outside 
the common person’s cultural domain, so in using them Harrison actually goes against 
his supposed aim and as a result alienates his intended audience further.
129
 In both 
stagings of The Trackers his audience would have been from a specific demographic 
sector, and, in particular, the National Theatre production, whilst having a substantial 
run, would have still been difficult to define as anything other than a part of 
predominantly elitist culture. Harrison acknowledged this notion in an interview with 
John Tusa and went on to explain his intentions for the production: 
 
....somewhere there’s a, a [sic] privilege of participation involved, and 
that there are people outside this privilege participation, who, if I’m not 
able to bring them into the theatre, I can make those who are 
participating in the privilege, aware that the theatre has glass walls so 




The idea of the ‘glass walls’ of the theatre was specifically highlighted in the 
conclusion of the National Theatre production, which differed significantly to that of 
the original that was staged at Delphi. The satyrs took on the new persona of the South 
Bank homeless and turned the stage into their shelter for the night, still contained in 
the depressive and downbeat atmosphere of the play but also in the physical proximity 
of the National Theatre and its immediate environment.  
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 During the 1980’s, London’s South Bank had a dual residential purpose. It was 
an area which housed not only the buildings of the elite art world such as The National 
Theatre and Royal Festival Hall, but also hundreds of London’s homeless.  The 
numbers of homeless in Britain had been radically increased as a result of the 
Conservative government’s policies, in particular the closing down of many residential 
institutions for people with mental health issues. Commonly known as ‘Cardboard 
City’ by most Londoners, it was deemed a run-down and depressing area on account 
of the numerous homeless vagrants who slept under cardboard boxes along the 
concrete tunnels around Waterloo Station. Many of Harrison’s audience would not 
have had direct contact with this group of people, but on exiting the theatre would 
have been by necessity made aware of their existence.  
 Harrison brings the outside environment onto the stage in order to draw his 
audience’s attention uncomfortably to the distinct class divide in this area. He does 
this by projecting images of the concrete and unfriendly looking buildings of the 
National Theatre and the Royal Festival Hall while the satyrs scavenge around making 
shelters out of the crates and the mounds of ripped papyri. Silenus assists in making 
his companions comfortable and suggests the use of papyri to block out the noise of 
the world of elite art world that they have broken away from, but which is still 
continuing a few yards away from them on the South Bank; a world to which they no 
longer belong. 
 The stage directions then state that Silenus ‘climbs the stairs to the tragic stage’ 
and tries to perform in the tragic style. Silenus has previously made the audience 
aware of the dangers of attempting to transcend the cultural hierarchy, through the 




This is my big chance. But I don’t dare. 
A lifetime’s conditioning makes me refrain, 
from attempting, a satyr, the high tragic strain. 
A lifetime’s conditioning makes me afraid 




But this does not deter him and he goes on to perform the sentences: 
 
Woe Woe Woe, 




For a second there is a break in the depressive mood as Silenus looks quite pleased 
with himself, reveling in the opportunity to break free of his satyr class and the 
potential to join the high culture signified by tragedy. His pleasure in reclaiming 
tragedy suggests that the production could end on a happier note. This moment is 
short-lived, however, as the stage directions indicate that this pleasure is suddenly 
taken away from the character. His facial expression turns to that of ‘a silent scream’ 
when he hears music in the distance and sees the invisible Apollo arriving to punish 
him violently for stepping over the boundary of his class. Silenus’ moment for 
celebration, quickly turns to anguish and pain, bringing the audience back to the 
downbeat atmosphere. But this time it is supplemented by a sense of anxiety for the 
plight of Silenus. 
In ancient drama, especially in tragedy, the chorus was seen as symbolically 
representing the community, or the polis, on stage. They were the ‘everyman’ type 
                                                          
131
 Harrison (1991) 145. 
132
 Harrison (1991) 148. 
 67 
 
figures. In The Trackers, Harrison reflects this in his satyrs. They are representative of 
the 1980s class culture, where the majority was frustrated with their status, and the 
poor were unable to move up in the social hierarchy as they were aggressively 
suppressed. Like the character of Apollo, who refuses the satyrs access to the lyre, it is 
those who possess a higher social standing than the everyman, who decide what is of 
cultural value for themselves and the rest of society. 
 The Trackers draws upon a variety of elements from classical theatre. Harrison 
mixes the satyr play with aspects of tragedy which emphasizes the notion that violence 
and suffering is a constant factor in the experiences undergone by humanity and this 
should be acknowledged and dealt with by society. Harrison wanted the audience to 
have a similar theatrical experience to an Athenian audience. 
 
This ancient theatre, this theatron, this place for seeing, was not only 
where the audience saw actors bringing dark events eis to phos to the 
light of day as Sophocles himself puts it in Oedipus Tyrannus, the 
audience also saw each other, everyone else, so that the bearing of 
terror was not only shared but seen to be shared and that is very 




I believe that social disillusionment, and the violence that is associated with this, plays 
an integral part in The Trackers. Harrison, unable to recreate the production in its 
original format, cleverly manipulates the plot so that it can become a vehicle for his 
own themes and enquiries into the problems of the late 1980s. Through his 
engagement with classical drama, Harrison can showcase his opinions on various 
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topics such as social division and exclusion, the longevity of the classics and what is 
deemed high and low art or culture. By taking characters that are normally so energetic 
and upbeat in their own world and placing them in a depressive, melancholy and 
intermittently brutal atmosphere that is alien to them, he emphasizes the points he, as a 
modern and deeply politically committed playwright, wants to make. 
Harrison exposes the scale of the division between what is deemed to be ‘high’ 
and ‘low’ culture and that there is no place for the ancient satyrs in twentieth-century 
Britain. He also explores the role of culture—especially classical Greek literature—in 
deciding what is deemed acceptable for the elite. Even though tragedy has had its ups 
and downs throughout time, many productions and adaptations have been established 
as an integral part of western culture’s canon of literature. The satyr plays’ invisibility 
to modernity, on the other hand, could be the result not only of the lack of interest 
shown in them by the ancient creators of the classical canon, from teachers of rhetoric 
to Byzantine monks choosing what to copy out in their Christian scriptoria, but also to 
the embarrassment satyrs could potentially cause on post-Renaissance stages, with 
their raucous revelry and phallic costumes. 
In a model of theatre which owes a good deal to that of Brecht, Harrison’s goal 
is for his audience to experience the play and to be able to associate the subject- matter 
explored by the production with the world which the audience inhabits. They are not 
there purely to be entertained, but brought into a discourse concerning modern society 
and culture. Stephen Edwards, the composer on the production, summed up Harrison’s 
ultimate aim by suggesting that he seeks to “strip away the elitist, esoteric perceptions 
which dog his art form and embrace and engage a far wider audience.’ 134  
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Essentially, through the fragmented play, Harrison has allowed a multitude of voices 
to be heard. On even a superficial reading, the play examines how text can transcend 
the distinction between antiquity and the present, but yet it is much more than that. He 
acknowledges the role of the playwright, Sophocles, and provides a new platform for a 
modern audience to experience the ancient dramatist’s now incomplete production. 
Once more Sophocles’ script is verbalized and performed. Furthermore, Harrison 
brings the almost lost genre of the satyr play to the fore; showcasing an art form that is 
often overlooked and neglected in the recreation of ancient theatre. The playwright 
provides a voice for those who are supposedly, deemed by elitist classes, lacking the 
acumen to understand ‘high’ culture exemplified by classical theatre. The audience are 
witnesses to the large chasm that exists in society in regards to art. 
Finally, Harrison clearly adds violent elements and tonalities to his production 
that were not evident in the ancient original. He does not use violence purely to shock 
his audience, but to reiterate the gravity of his themes and the survival story of the 
Ichneutae papyri. I believe that Harrison succeeds in this. He not only brings to life a 
lost piece of theatre that has been sidelined for thousands of years to a large 
contemporary audience, but also has them enter a discourse concerning issues in their 
own time period. Harrison may have violently deprived the satyrs of their original 









In comparison to the rest of the ancient plays in this thesis, the tragic myth of Tereus 
and his Athenian wife is perhaps the most well-known today. The familiarity of the 
story results from a vivid version of the plot appearing in the Roman poet Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses 6.412-74, which appears on the reading list of many young scholars 
and has been the inspiration for a variety of retellings within the world of art and 
theatre.
135
 However, the first famous version of the myth of which we know was the 
tragedy of Sophocles, Tereus, which must have antedated Aristophanes’ Birds of 414 
BC, because the characters of Tereus the hoopoe and his wife Procne, the nightingale, 
are parodic versions of those who appeared in Sophocles’ play.136 It has even been 
suggested that the same costumes were recycled in the comedy to reinforce the 
audience’s memories of the tragedy. The tragedy may have been connected with the 
stories the Athenians told about the ancestors of the historical king of Thrace, Teres I, 
who ruled in 460-455 BC, and is almost certainly referred to by Thucydides 2.29, 
when he tells the story of Tereus but denies any connection with the historical 
figure.
137
 The Sophoclean play made an enormous impact in its own time, to judge 
both from its cultural influence on the ancient poetic tradition and the approval of 
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Aristotle, who particularly admired the recognition scene (Poetics 54b18; see further 
below). 
  Sophocles’ Tereus has survived in only exiguous fragments, but they have 
attracted the interest of significant modern playwrights. In this chapter, I will look at 
two playwrights who were motivated to write new plays by the fragments of the old: 
Timberlake Wertenbaker’s  Love of the Nightingale (first performed by the Royal 
Shakespeare Company in The Other Place at Stratford in 1989, the year after the 
Delphi premiere of The Trackers)  and Joanna Laurens’ The Three Birds (Gate 
Theatre, 2000); both women used the fragmentation of the ancient play to highlight a 
constant dialogue between the ancient and the modern worlds. Instead of trying to 
recreate the ‘authentic’ ancient tragedy, for which the textual evidence has been so 
extensively corrupted, they both composed fresh works that established a dialectical 
relationship with their contemporary audiences, at the same time providing a platform 
for the lost text. This chapter will commence by looking at the extant fragments of 
Sophocles’ Tereus and what we can learn from them. I will then show how this 
surviving material informed Wertenbaker’s Love of the Nightingale and Lauren’s The 
Three Birds, as well as how they both manipulated the plot to suit their own interests. 
Finally, I draw out the main themes within the adaptations and question whether they 
could have been prevalent within the ancient text. 
 
2. The Extant Evidence for Sophocles’ Tereus 
Of Sophocles’ numerous fragmentary tragedies, Tereus is one of the more substantial 
in quantity, with 294 words of the text preserved.
138
 It is believed that a papyrus 
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hypothesis discovered during excavations at Oxyrhynchus,
139
 and published in 1974, is 
a summary of Sophocles’ play. The papyrus is significantly corrupted, yet P.J Parsons 
asserts that the summary outlines many key points, which correspond with other 
receptions of the plot, such as the name checking of the main characters and 
identification of noteworthy events. 
 
Tereus: [the Hy]pothesis. [P]andion, the ruler of Athens, who [h]ad two 
daughters, Procne and Philo[m]ela, gave the elder, Procne, to be united in 
marriage to Tereus, [t]he king of [th]e Thracians, who had a son by [h]er 
whom he named Itys. After some time had passed, when Procne wanted to 
see her sister, she asked Tereus to travel to Athens to bring her. He came to 
Athens, was en[trus]ted with [the ma]iden by Pandion, and midway on his 
journey he [became enamour]ed of the girl; [not k]eeping his pled[ge], he 
deflowe[red] her, and as a [pr]ecaution against her [revealing it] to her  
s[ister] he cu[t] out [the girl’s] tongue. When he arrived [in] Thrace, 
Ph[ilomela was not] able [to speak about her] plight, [but she revealed it] 
through wea[ving]. Pr[ocne,] learning [the tr]uth was stung by [the 
utmost(?)] jealous[y] and [madden]ed by a Fury (?) she to[ok] Itys, 
slaughtered him, [boil]ed him and served him [to Tereus, and he,] not 
knowing what [the] food was, [ate it. The women] were forced to [flee] 
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We learn from the hypothesis that the ruler of Athens, King Pandion, gave his eldest 
daughter, Procne, in marriage to King Tereus of Thrace. After years of living in 
Thrace, Procne requests her sister’s presence and sends Tereus to escort his sister-in-
law, Philomela.
141
 Overcome with passion for her during the journey, he rapes her and 
cuts out her tongue. On arriving in Thrace, Philomela is unable to communicate her 
plight verbally to Procne, and instead weaves a tapestry depicting her story, through 
which Procne learns about what has happened, probably by ‘reading’ ekphrastic 
images on stage.
142
 As an act of revenge, Procne murders her son by Tereus, named 
Itys, and serves the child as a meal to her husband, which he eats. The sisters flee, but 
during pursuit, the three are changed into birds. Whilst this evidence is highly helpful 
in establishing key scenes, we cannot rely upon its validity. However plausible its 
content, one can still only speculate that it was the hypothesis for the Sophoclean play 
since the text was discovered out of context and the papyrus is notably damaged. 
 In addition to the hypothesis, a limited number of dialogue lines exist, but 
ordering these fragments to establish a reconstruction is highly problematic. There is a 
significant lack of dramatic context attached to the surviving sections, leading the 
reconstructor to allow knowledge of Sophocles’ other productions, and fifth-century 
tragedy in general, to influence the structure and positioning of the pieces. Only two 
characters are ever named or referred to: Procne and an unnamed male character. One 
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can only make conjectures in relation to the dramatic circumstances in which the 










Many academics such as Buchwald,
145
 and, in much more recent scholarship, 
Sommerstein, Fitzpatrick and Talboy, have suggested that this fragment could have 
been the opening line of the production. They base these opinions on the format that 
Sophocles’ other surviving tragedies use. The playwright likes to open with one 
character addressing another and identifying the physical and geographical location of 
the action. Buchwald attributed this dialogue to Procne as part of an opening speech 
concerning her predicament and how unhappy she is. However, in their commentary 
on the fragments, Sommerstein, Fitzpatrick and Talboy point out that it would have 
been unlikely that Procne would have called upon gods worshipped by the Thracians, 
and instead would have invoked a god linked to her Greek and Athenian fatherland.
146
  
 The idea that Helios is identifiably a ‘barbarian’ god is in itself controversial. 
The main evidence is in Aristophanes’ Peace, where we are told that Helios and 
Selene are betraying Hellas to the barbarians (406ff) and the reason Trygaeus gives is 
that ‘we sacrifice to the Olympians, but barbarians sacrifice to them’.  But there was a 
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major cult of Helios on Rhodes,
147
 perhaps connected with the myth dramatized in 
Euripides’ Phaethon, the fragments of which were performed in a musical 
reconstruction in 2008.
148
 Helios was certainly worshipped at Athens by the beginning 
of the fourth century BC (IG II.
2
 4962). But the scholars who think Helios must be a 
barbarian divinity attribute the line to a Thracian herald or servant arriving ahead of 
Tereus. At the same time, they rule out Tereus as the speaker since it is not common 
practice for a hero of such status in tragedy to arrive without a herald announcing his 
arrival — see, for example, the heralds who precede the arrival of Heracles in 
Sophocles’ Trachiniae and Agamemnon in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon.149 Other scholars, 
including Dobrov,
150
 have suggested that the line in fact belongs to the scene where 
Tereus realizes he has eaten his son. It is actually said by the King as an exclamation 
or a call to Helios to witness the atrocities that have occurred.  
 I feel that the context of the line is highly ambiguous. It could have quite easily 
been attributed to the chorus, who have been overlooked as a candidate by previous 
scholarship. The Thracian maids could have evoked ‘their’ god or used an apostrophe 
to call to him as an exclamation. Again the location of this line is problematic.  While 
Sommerstein, Fitzgerald and Talboy place the fragment close to the opening of the 
production, I believe that Sophocles would have continually reminded his audience 
that they were in a distant land and reiterated this through the verbal references to the 
location spread out through the dialogue, thus meaning that the line could have 
occurred at any point during the production.  
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I envy your life a lot, but especially if you have not 




The general consensus is that this fragment is spoken by Procne, since she is the only 
speaking foreigner that we are aware of in the production, but the context is much 
more problematic. Procne has had to immerse herself in an alien culture, an act that 
most women would have not had the opportunity to do. This would indicate that she is 
most likely talking to a female or group of women. Yet this would depend on how you 
view the identity of the chorus. Arguments have been made that the chorus was in fact 
Thracian men, in order to emphasis Procne’s isolation,152 but these arguments are 
dismissed by Sommerstein, Fitzpatrick and Talboy.
153
 I believe that it is safe to 
assume that the chorus were female, since they would have been more likely to have 
passively witnessed the infanticide and also to provide the most sympathetic reactions, 
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Procne, these things clearly are painful; but nonetheless it is 





Fitzpatrick allocates this line to Tereus, arguing that he is trying to console his wife for 
the supposed death of her sister. His assertion, however, could be contested.
155
 Would 
Tereus, as a strong leader, want to expose a supposedly emotional side to his character 
in expressing this sentiment? I feel it would be better attributed to a comforting chorus 
or chorus leader, or indeed to another character—a sympathetic slave?—of whose 
presence in the play we know nothing otherwise. Other scholars, such as Welcker,
156
 
have suggested the line is actually said after Procne’ learns of her sister’s true plight, 
but I feel that these words would sound inadequate, even redundant, in any attempt to 




There is one race of human beings, a single day produced us all from a 
father and mother; no one was born superior to another. But some of us 
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are nurtured by a fate of misfortune, others by prosperity, while others 
again are held in slavery’s yoke of compulsion.157 
 
This lyric fragment, with its beautiful suggestion that the human condition transcends 
the different ethnic ‘tribes’ of men, and perhaps unites Greeks and barbarian 
Thracians, is thought to have been part of a choral ode rather than a monody as it 
makes the same kind of generalizations concerning human life that are expressed by 
other choruses in tragedy, for example in Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus (994-1031).  It 




Now, however, I am nothing on my own. But often I have regarded the 
whole female sex in this way – that we are nothing. As young girls in 
our fathers’ homes, I think, we live the most pleasant life of all mortals; 
for ignorance always gives children a happy upbringing.  But when we 
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come to adolescence and awareness, we are pushed out and sold, away 
from our parents and our family gods, some of us to foreign men, some 
to barbarians, some into homes empty of joy, some into homes full of 
abuse. And this, when a single night has yoked us, we have to approve 




This segment provides criticism of the social position of women in regards to marriage 
and what is expected of them. It is often compared to a similar speech that is made by 
the heroine of Euripides’ Medea (214-51) to the women of Corinth on her first 
appearance in the play. Like Procne, Medea is an alien resident in a strange and 
unfamiliar land. This comparison would lead one to suspect that this monologue is 
delivered by Procne. Yet, if this is the case, Euripides’ Medea and Sophocles’ Procne 
approach the topic from very different viewpoints and contexts. Medea is a barbarian 
discussing civilized marriage, while Procne is from a civilized society but has married 
into a barbaric race. Despite the differences, the overall themes of the speeches are that 
marriage holds similarities to slavery. A wife is completely dependent on their 
husband. It is a fair assumption that this line is assigned to Procne since she is the only 
foreign female speaking character on stage that we can be certain appeared in the play 
(the question of her mutilated sister’s appearance is impossible to answer 
conclusively). Dobrov proposed that this line would have belonged to an expository 
prologue,
159
 but this is contested by Sommerstein, Fitzgerald and Talboy who point 
out that Sophocles does not employ an expository prologue in any of his surviving 
dramas.
160
 I believe that while we cannot be fully certain of the location of this speech, 
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the line suggests that it would have been positioned at some point prior to Procne’s 
discovery of her husband’s treachery. The segment tends to evoke a sad but as yet 




(the) shuttle’s voice161 
 
The source for this fragment is Aristotle’s Poetics,162 where he discusses the 
importance of the anagnorisis scene with specific reference to Euripides’ Iphigenia in 
Tauris and Tereus. Sommerstein, Fitzpatrick and Talboy state that it has become 
general consensus that this is a direct quote from Sophocles’ text used by Aristotle,163 
but this is still pure conjecture. If it is a direct quote, the location and speaker of this 
line cannot be deduced.  
 
  G (588) 
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This line is also extremely unhelpful in terms of supplying its own dramatic context. It 
has been asserted that the line belongs to Procne, questioning a male messenger or 
servant during the recognition scene. The tonality of the line suggests that she is 
talking to someone inferior, whilst λέγων indicates the gender of the recipient. 
Sommerstein, Fitzgerald and Talboy conclude that this may be the same man that in 
their view delivers the line in fragment A,
165
 but, once again, this is pure speculation.  
 
  H (593) 
   
  Let any human being live so as to provide for himself, day by 
  day, the maximum possible pleasure; he is always walking  




This fragment has been allocated to the chorus as part of an ode, which I agree is a 
justified speculation. The lyric metre, generalized subject matter and tone of the line 
reflect the common style of choral odes in the same way that fragment D does. Its 
location within the production can only be hypothesized. Sommerstein, Fitzgerald and 
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  J (592.4-6) 
    
 
  CHORUS For the life of man is transformed by the cunning wiles of 




Sommerstein, Fitzgerald and Talboy makes the assertion that the above fragment 
potentially belongs to the same choral ode as fragment H. Both fragments share a 
notion of foreboding and fragment J seems to elaborate on the uncertainty of human 
life discussed in fragment H. They also share the same metre (dactylo-epitrite). I 
accept the possibility of linkage between the two fragments, but it is still only 
speculative since we know neither the context it was spoken in nor its location within 
the play. 
 
  K (587) 
   




The ethnic criticism made in this line suggests that the identity of the speaker is a non-
Thracian, which thus potentially identifies Procne as the deliverer for she is the only 
foreign speaker that we can be certain appeared and spoke on stage.  Sommerstein, 
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Fitzgerald and Talboy suggest that it was said during an agon between Procne and 
Tereus after he feasts on his son, but I believe it could quite have easily been said by 
Procne during other scenes in the tragedy. 
 
 
  L (586) 
     
  ....as she herself was hurrying, and in a dappled coat...170  
 
The fragment above certainly gives the impression that it would have been delivered 
by someone other than the main characters. Sommerstein, Fitzgerald and Talboy 
suggest that the third person description implies that it would have been part of a 
messenger speech reporting the activities of Procne or Philomela just before, or just 
after, the cannibalistic feast. The reference to the ‘dappled coat’ could indicate a 




 feel that a 
bacchanalian element is introduced within the production, as in the famous Ovidian 
account (Metamorphoses 6, lines 422-674, on which see further below). This would 
entail the women being dressed in suitably maenadic attire, like Agave in Bacchae 
with her sisters when she kills Pentheus, in order to complete their task of killing and 
cooking Itys. This is an important question, because if Procne was crazed as Agave is 
in Bacchae, she may not have been aware of the crime she was committing. Was 
Sophocles’ Procne committing a deliberate filicide or an unwitting one? On the other 
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hand, Sommerstein, Fitzpatrick and Talboy assert that Sophocles would have indicated 
the future transformations, with Philomela wearing a coloured garment that would 
prefigure her future bird self.
173
 I feel that the lack of supporting evidence for this 
fragment means that all explanations are highly speculative. 
 
  M (581) 
   
While him, the hoopoe which is a viewer of its own sufferings, he has  
adorned with varied colours and has revealed as a bold rock-dwelling bird 
wearing full panoply. When spring appears he will spread the wing of a white-
feathered hawk; for he will show two forms from a single womb, his child’s 
and his own. And when the harvest is new and the grain is threshed, again a 
dappled wing will cover him. But he will always hate these regions and 





There is much debate on whether this fragment actually belongs to Sophocles’ Tereus. 
Aristotle (Historia Abimalium 633a18-27) attributed the quote to an unnamed 
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Aeschylean production, but there is no surviving evidence to support the proposal that 
either Aeschylus or indeed Euripides wrote a play involving the Tereus myth. It has 
been assumed that it was in fact misattributed and its origin is the Sophoclean play. 
The situation is much further confused by allusions to plays on the Tereus myth and 
the bird transformation in Thucydides (2.29, see above pp.59) and especially of course 
Aristophanes’ Birds (see further above and below, pp. 59 and 77-78).  
 Burnett has objected to this assumption, expressing the view that the text does 
not reflect the style of Sophocles;
175
 Sommerstein, Fitzgerald and Talboy however 
dismiss these claims. The tonality and subject-matter of the speech suggest that it is 
delivered by someone predicting or at least contemplating the future for Tereus. This 
signifies that the location of this fragment would be near the end of the production and 
potentially spoken by a god, for deities tend to foresee the future in their closing 
moments, especially in Euripides’ plays, which often use the theatrical machine, but 
also, for example, in Sophocles’ Philoctetes, where Heracles appears to deliver 
instructions to the mortals on Lemnos. Despite having a good indication of the identity 
of the speaker and the location of the dialogue, the recipient is still unknown for it is 
difficult to believe that Procne, Philomela and Tereus would have physically 
reappeared onstage transformed as birds. I would envisage that only the chorus would 
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  N (589) 
   
 
 
He was foolish; but they were more foolish still to fight against him with 
violence. For whoever of mortals is enraged when in distress, and applies a 





This fragment has been attributed variously to a messenger, the chorus and the 
unknown deity. I agree with Sommerstein, Fitzgerald and Talboy that there is an 
authoritative tone to the segment and therefore it is likely to have been part of a god’s 
monologue. The moralistic quality of the lines also gives the impression that they 
would have been located towards the end of the production. I would guess that the 
opening line refers to Tereus and the actions that Procne and Philomela committed 
against him, implying that both women are complicit in the murder of his son. But I 





                                                          
176
 Sommerstein (2006) 170-171. 
 87 
 
  O (590) 
  
  CHORUS Human nature must think human thoughts, knowing this, 
  that Zeus and no one else is the dispenser of what is 




There is a general scholarly consensus that these words were the closing lines of the 
production.
178
 It was common practice for the final word to be delivered by the chorus 
as they were the community conveying the overriding message of the production. 
Parallels can be drawn between the language style within this fragment and the other 
final choral lines in Sophocles’ plays such as Antigone and Trachiniae.  
 We can summarise our discussion of the surviving fragments by summarizing 
the conclusions of David Fitzpatrick, who has conducted a notable amount of research 
and plot analysis in the area of the Tereus fragments. His work has included an attempt 
to order the existing fragments and infer a general reconstruction of the plot, taking 
into consideration the general generic norms and expectations of fifth-century tragedy 
and Sophocles’ personal preferred dramatic motifs.  In his view, the play would have 
commenced with a prologue performed by a Thracian herald returning to the palace 
ahead of Tereus. Procne would have entered and then remained on stage for the 
majority of the play, in keeping with other Sophoclean central protagonists such as 
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Oedipus and Electra. From one of the fragments,
179
 we can infer that the chorus are 
Thracian women who sympathize with Procne’s plight. After the opening dialogue, 
Tereus would enter with the mute Philomela in tow, returning from his trip to Athens. 
Fitzpatrick explains it is more than likely in his view that Philomela would appear 
disguised, perhaps as a mute slave girl, and Tereus would claim that his sister-in-law 
had perished on the journey.
180 
 After this scene a choral ode is most likely to have taken place followed by a 
monologue from Procne. Here Fitzpatrick assumes she delivered the speech containing 
the fragment concerning the status of women in marriage in response to her own 
predicament.
181
 It is speculated by Fitzpatrick that this would have led into the 
anagnorisis scene between the two sisters, where Philomela would have revealed her 
identity and her suffering at the hands of Tereus through weaving or unrolling her 
tapestry. Her story would have been confirmed by an unknown male character.
182
  
 The play’s structure would have continued with another choral ode and then a 
dialogue or agon between Procne and Tereus when compared to other tragedies such 
as Trachiniae and Euripides’ Hippolytus. Whilst there is no fragment to support this, 
Fitzpatrick assumes that Procne’s revenge by killing her son and serving him as a 
meal, and Tereus’ realization of his own cannibalistic act, would have occurred soon 
after this, resulting in a messenger speech documenting Tereus’ pursuit of his wife.  
He also speculates that a god, such as Apollo, would appear to inform the chorus and 
audience of the three protagonists’ transformation into birds. Conforming to the 
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perceived ‘norms’ of the structure of fifth-century tragedy, the final words would have 
been given to the chorus who would comment on the concluding scenario.
183 
 Can we receive any help in reconstructing the play from our knowledge of 
other fifth-century dramas? In their introduction to the Tereus fragments, 
Sommerstein, Fitzpatrick and Talboy acknowledge that there were other versions 
subsequent to Sophocles’ production: a play by Philocles, another fifth-century 
tragedian who created the Pandionis tetralogy,
184
 but far too little survives to enable us 
to compare the two productions.
185
 Aristophanes was certainly aware of Sophocles’ 
Tereus when creating his comedy, Birds,
186
 as it includes a hoopoe that is referred to 
as the tragic character, Tereus and his singing wife, Procne the Nightingale. The 
Sophoclean connection is affirmed by several passages (15, 201, 665), including the 
hoopoe’s cutting line (100-1), ‘Well this is the sort of outrage that Sophokles inflicts 
on me in those tragic plays of his.’187  Aristophanes’ audience seem to have known the 
Sophoclean play and plot well enough to make the humorous connection 
instantaneously, helping them to understand the joke at Sophocles’ expense. This 
indicates the popularity of Sophocles’ version of the myth when compared to 
Thucydides’ version in his reference to the story. He states that Tereus lived in Phocis, 
which had been originally known as Daulis and was inhabited by Thracians. He goes 
on to mention the murder of Itys, yet, most notably, he claims that the nightingale is 
referred to as ‘the Daulian bird’.  Strangely none of these features seem to have been 
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 Other receptions of the myth are found within two Roman fragmentary 
productions by Livius Andronicus and Accius. There is very limited evidence for both 
these plays and there is no certain indication that they were directly influenced by the 
Sophoclean. The most influential reception of the Tereus and Procne myth after 
Sophocles’ production comes from the Roman poet, Ovid. In Book 6.412-74 of his 
Metamorphoses, he outlines his own version of the story, adapting it for his own 
agendas and providing a greater insight into the characters and the psychology of the 
action than is generally thought to have characterized the fifth-century stage 
production. The tale evolves, under Ovid’s direction, into a fable concerning the 
repercussions of passionate lust. He introduces a number of new scenes focusing on 
Tereus’ desire for Philomela prior to their arrival in Thrace. Ovid also includes both 
the rape and mutilation, scenes that, from what one gathers, had occurred prior to the 
beginning of Sophocles’ play.  
 Whilst Sophocles seems to favour Procne and Tereus as the main characters, 
Ovid establishes Philomela as his protagonist. He delves into her psyche, giving her 
the opportunity to contemplate the scenario that she finds herself in, as she is unable to 
verbalize her thoughts after the removal of her tongue. The narrative also contains the 
inclusion of other details such as an in-depth discussion of Procne’s act of revenge and 




 It is clear that this narrative has had an effect on the reception of the myth, 
since it is the only literary description that exists as complete and not in fragmentary 
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form, but it would be bad scholarship to assume that Ovid’s Augustan, epic narrative 
can shed light on the Sophoclean production. This is rightly acknowledged by 
Fitzpatrick: 
 
The Sophoclean tragedy may have been a definitive moment in the 
development of the myth which provided a general framework that 
inspired the versions by later writers. The exiguous nature of the 
fragments has made scholars over-reliant on the Roman material when 
reconstructing Sophocles’ plot and greater sensitivity is needed to the 
possibility of variations and innovations in later authors. It is wrong to 




He makes the case that the action in the original production would have taken place 
over one day, whereas Ovid sees the events run over a longer time period. The 
influence of the later versions of the Tereus myth has been detrimental in the 
interpretation and reconstruction of the Sophoclean fragments when scholars impose 
their own biased views and anachronistic retrospective interpretations on the material. 
 
3. Timberlake Wertenbaker’s Love of the Nightingale 
If we look at the theatrical reception of the Tereus myth diachronically, we can see 
how later authors have routinely favoured the Ovidian text, for example in the 
Shakespearean Titus Andronicus, however much of the myth has been adapted and is 
peopled with altered personnel.
191
 But Timberlake Wertenbaker’s 1988 production, 
The Love of the Nightingale, which was commissioned and first performed by the 
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Royal Shakespeare Company in Stratford-Upon-Avon, shows that the classical 
subject-matter does not start and stop with Ovid’s offering. She acknowledges 
Sophocles’ production with two fragment quotations printed as epigraphs at the head 
of the script.
192
 While on the one hand she is referencing the original production, on 
the other the playwright is—unwittingly, at first, perhaps—establishing a key theme 
within her production; the silenced voice. I will now investigate the various factors 
that may have influenced Wertenbaker’s production and how the playwright came to 
create her own adaptation. 
 Wertenbaker’s own upbringing explains her preoccupation with the theme of 
the silenced voice. At an early age she witnessed how native language suppression is 
often used as a controlling device by colonizing forces. She was raised in the Basque 
country, a place where French and Spanish cultures and traditions were fused together. 
The area that was once self-governed, struggled to reclaim its independence and was 
torn apart by the neighboring countries, France and Spain. Growing up in the Basque 
country of France, she witnessed the systematic devaluation and suppression of the 
Basque language by the French authorities and the negative effect this had on her 
area’s cultural identity: 
 
The threat of the loss of language is one of the greatest threats. I grew 
up in the Basque country of France where the language was 
systematically eroded and destroyed so I feel very strongly about 
language. The French government told parents that speaking Basque 
was backward and would hold children back in society, while learning 
French was better for children’s futures. As a result the Basque 
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language practically does not exist anymore although there are some 




She also claims in her introduction to the play that this theme is forever in her mind.  
 
...the language [Basque] was systematically silenced, and it is 




By the late 1980s, Wertenbaker was living and working in Britain, during the same era 
of social unsettlement which produced Tony Harrison’s political use of Sophoclean 
fragments in The Trackers. Wertenbaker, like Harrison, would have seen the 
suppression of various voices by the Thatcherite government. Just like her 
contemporary, Caryl Churchill, Timberlake Wertenbaker looked to theatre to provide 
the marginalized with a mouthpiece. By drawing upon another of her passions the 
Greeks and their theatrical texts, she found a platform on which she could not only 
showcase her oblique perspective on both ancient Greek society and the society 
contemporary with her, but also create a dialectical relationship with her audience.  
 Many critics and scholars have indicated that the production concerns itself 
primarily with gender politics, revealing the playwright’s feminist bias.195 Yet 
Wertenbaker’s intention for the production was not so one-dimensional as these 
commentators make out. She has stated: 
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Although it has been interpreted as being about men and women, I was 
actually thinking about the violence that erupts in societies when they 




She even reiterates this point within the production through the chorus, who say: 
 
This one, you will say, watching Philomele, watching Tereus, watching 
Philomele, must be about men and women, yes, you think, a myth for 
our times, we understand. You will be beside the myth. If you think of 





 Wertenbaker’s adaption of the Tereus myth, while drawing upon both the 
Sophoclean fragmented play and the episode from the Metamorphoses, nevertheless 
supplements the inherited plot-line with additional scenes to establish the protagonists 
and their relationships. The production starts even earlier in mythical time than in 
Ovid’s account. The play opens in Athens where a long and bloody battle is observed 
by the chorus, and later by Philomele
198
 and Procne. Tereus, a Thracian king is 
rewarded Procne’s hand in marriage for liberating Athens by her father, King Pandion 
and the married couple return to Thrace. After many unhappy years in an alien 
environment, Procne requests her sister’s presence and asks Tereus to return to Athens 
in order to escort her sister.  
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 Captivated by her beauty and philosophical outlook, Tereus begins to lust after 
his sister-in-law and the development of his yearning is documented in a number of 
scenes where Philomele is shown to be ignorant of his advances while making their 
journey to Thrace. Determined to have her, Tereus concocts the lie that Procne has 
died in the hope that his propositions will be accepted. When he is unsuccessful in 
this, he becomes resolved to have the girl at any cost and brutally rapes her. Tereus, 
after the rape, returns to his palace without Philomele and deceives his wife by 
claiming her sister died on the journey. Leaving Procne devastated, Tereus revisits 
Philomele who becomes aware of his deception and bursts into an angry tirade of 
verbal abuse. The king takes decisive action in retaliation and cuts out her tongue, 
providing himself, or so he believes, with the ability to exercise complete control over 
the girl.  
 Differing from the classical interpretations of the myth, in her play 
Wertenbaker creates her own unique version of the anagnorisis scene.  The audience is 
informed that five years has passed since Philomele was mutilated and that she now 
lives in the city, portrayed as ‘another mad woman’.199 The feast of Bacchus takes 
place, with Procne joining the local women in celebration. Philomele also joins the 
festivities but has brought three large dolls with her. Rather than producing a tapestry 
depicting the truth as outlined in the supposed papyrus hypothesis of Sophocles’ 
production, the playwright replaces the prop for a more visual and horrific moment. 
Philomele begins to enact the atrocities that she has suffered by manipulating the dolls. 
This visual revelation reunites her with her sister and together they plot the ultimate 
act of revenge on Tereus; the murder of his only son.  
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 In another manipulation of the myth, Philomele becomes responsible for 
providing the fatal blow while Procne restrains her young boy. Wertenbaker strangely 
omits the cannibalism of the child from her adaptation and instead has the body 
dramatically revealed on stage, drawing upon the conventions and devices used in 
fifth-century tragedy. Perhaps this scene is inspired by the scene in Euripides’ The 
Trojan Women where the corpse of the deceased young child, Astyanax, is brought on 
stage and mourned by his grandmother Hecuba.
200
 The chorus in Love of the 
Nightingale takes on the conventional tragic messenger role by describing Tereus’ 
pursuit and the trio’s transformation in birds; Philomele into the nightingale, Procne 
into the swallow and Tereus into the hoopoe. The production ends with an extra scene 
involving Itys and the three as birds. Itys innocently discusses with Philomele, now the 
nightingale, the reason for their transformation. But it is implied however that he will 
never truly understand.  
 In Wertenbaker’s offering, the audience comes into contact with a number of 
silenced voices that suddenly are given the freedom to express themselves through a 
variety of devices. Firstly, there is Sophocles and his lost play. By gesturing to specific 
fragments at the beginning of the script as well as choosing to work with his plot, 
Wertenbaker is giving the lost play a chance to be performed again. While it may not 
be a true recreation of the Sophoclean in story or performance, Wertenbaker gives the 
production a fresh lease of life by providing answers to the unknown sections between 
the fragments and establishing the plot for her contemporary audience, as Sophocles 
would have done for his Athenian audience. She retains key devices that were 
essential in Greek tragedy such as the anagnorisis scene and a chorus that reflects the 
community surrounding the protagonists. There are two choruses in The Love of the 
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Nightingale: Male and Female. While not explicitly implied, the Male Chorus 
represents the Athenian community, whilst the Female Chorus is linked to the 
Thracian sphere. They are both involved in the actions of their respective societies.
201
 
The Male Chorus is present during the opening scenes and those involving Athenian 
characters. They follow Philomele on her journey, making quite clear their role in the 
play: 
 
  …We are only here to observe, journalists of an antique 
   world, putting horror into words, unable to stop the 




In this piece of dialogue, the group point out that the chorus’ role is not to interfere in 
the action, only to be there as observers that comment on the atrocities that occurs. 
They remain with Philomele along her journey until just prior to the rape scene.
203
 
Apart from location changes, this articulation of the ‘abandonment’ of all 
responsibility for the action by the Male Chorus gives the impression that once the 
young girl is violently raped, she loses her status and the links to her homeland. 
Effectively, she is no longer Athenian. This would also apply to Procne, who, once she 
is married to Tereus, becomes the property of a barbaric race and relinquishes her 
allegiance to her fatherland. She therefore performs in a degree of consonance with the 
Female Chorus. 
 The scenes set against the backdrop of Thrace feature a female chorus made up 
of five Thracian maids, in line with the usually assumed identity of the chorus of 
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Sophocles’ Tereus. Unlike the Male Chorus, they are assigned individual names and 
personas: Hero, Iris, June, Echo and Helen. This group have much more interaction 
with the protagonists than their male counterparts. But the dialogue between Procne 
and the women is fairly stilted, with the Thracian females highlighting in their 
discourse that they find it difficult to express themselves verbally. 
 
  Sometimes I feel I know things but I cannot prove 
  that I know them or that what I know is true and when I 
  doubt my knowledge it disintegrates into a senseless jumble 
  of possibilities, a puzzle that will not be reassembled, the  
  spider web in which I lie, immobile, and truth paralysed.
204
   
 
The Female Chorus also focus the audience’s attention on the transhistorical themes 
within Love of the Nightingale in a direct manner. Despite being located in an ancient 
world, they engage with the contemporary through the discussion and questioning of 
subject-matter that is silence: 
 
  IRIS: We can ask: why did Medea kill her children? 
  JUNE: Why do countries make war? 
  HELEN: Why are races exterminated? 
  HERO: Why do white people cut off the words of blacks? 
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They go on to note the ways that this questioning is suppressed and suggest that the 
play they are in provides a graphic example of what happens when silencing takes 
place:  
 
  HERO: We can ask. Words will grope and probably not  
    find. But if you silence the question. 
  IRIS: Imprison the mind that asks. 
  ECHO: Cut out its tongue. 




The stilted style in which the Female Chorus deliver their lines, and the relationship 
that they establish with Procne, enforce an atmosphere of alienation as well as a notion 
of barbarism clashing with civilization. 
 Another silenced voice is that of the displaced female. Procne, for years, has 
been unable to relate to her new environment. She has lost her original Athenian 
identity but has yet to establish herself as a Thracian queen. She is used to being 
eloquent in her civilized homeland; however, in the barbaric country of Thrace, she 
finds it difficult to communicate with the local women: 
 
  The words are the same, but point to different 
  things. We aspire to clarity in sound, you like the silences 
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The Female Chorus acknowledge that she will never truly belong as she is too 
different: 
 
  You will always be a guest there, never call it your 




At the beginning of the production, Procne tries to cling onto and retain her Athenian 
heritage by labelling the Thracian’s religious practices as ‘barbarian’ and defiantly 
asserting her original ethnic identity: 
 
...I am an Athenian: I know the 




However, Procne systematically begins to lose her own cultural identity over the 
course of the play. In order to accept her new homeland and show that she is becoming 
a good Thracian wife, she willingly takes part in the feast of Bacchus with the other 
local women, embracing the religious activities that she once labelled as ‘barbarian 
practices’ and abandoning her own beliefs. She completes the transformation when her 
character loses any notion of a civilized identity through the murder of her son. In 
taking part in the inhumane activity of infanticide—indeed filicide—Procne, on the 
one hand, acts out of pietas in seeking revenge for a wrong that has happened to one of 
her kin. But, on the other hand, she performs an atrocity that is purely barbaric and 
that would be deemed unacceptable in Sophocles’ audience’s Athenian society. 
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 Philomele’s voice also embarks on a journey in this production. She is 
established at the beginning of the production as a talkative, inquisitive young woman 
who eloquently speaks her mind. She craves knowledge concerning love, sex and men. 
It is this intelligent, outspoken quality that Tereus is attracted to and incites his lust. In 
her naivety she is unaware of any repercussions from her words. Immediately after the 
physical abuse constituted by being raped, Philomele reprimands Tereus with her 
vocal talents in a highly articulate manner by claiming: 
 
...despite my fear, your violence, when I saw you in your nakedness I 
couldn’t help laughing because you were so shrivelled, so ridiculous 




However, after her tongue is cut out, Philomele not only loses her voice but her 
identity. When asked who she is, Niobe answers for her: 
 
  No one. No name. Nothing. A king’s fancy. No more. 211 
 
By stripping Philomele of her voice, Tereus leaves her no civilized way of 
communicating her plight. Wertenbaker once stated that silence leads to violence, 
which is true in this production.  
 The main anagnorisis scene, a theatrical device favoured by the fifth-century 
tragedians and discussed at length by Aristotle in Poetics, plays an important role 
within Love of the Nightingale. One of the devices favoured by Aristotle in 
establishing a recognition scene was through the usage of an inanimate object such as 
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a letter. He specifically cites the Tereus as an example of this by stating that it is the 
‘shuttle’s voice’ (1454b18), a reference to the tapestry or weaving that Philomela 
creates to communicate her plight. It has been suggested by scholars including Hall 
and Fitzpatrick that the Sophoclean recognition scene, in line with the papyrus 
hypothesis, would have used a tapestry perhaps containing words or imagery 
conveying her silent message.
212
 Wertenbaker’s recognition moment differs slightly 
from the way Sophocles seems to have dramatized it in order to emphasize how 
silence cannot suppress communication.   
 With the aim of conveying the pain and suffering that she has experienced at 
the hands of Tereus, Philomele makes three large effigies to represent the three 
protagonists: herself, Tereus and Procne.  In Love of the Nightingale the character of 
Philomele adopts a performative stance. Despite her muteness, she communicates her 
story through the manipulation of three giant dolls, each representing a main character. 
It is clearly indicated through the costume of the effigies whom they are meant to be, 
for example, Tereus, dressed in male clothing and wears a crown. 
 In her stage directions, Wertenbaker describes the complex revelation scene, 
which could prove challenging to stage in actual performance.  The background of this 
episode is a Thracian festival in honour of Bacchus. The women have gathered to 
celebrate together and Philomele rushes into the centre carrying one effigy, whilst her 
maid, Niobe, carrying another, tries to restrain her. The struggle between the two gives 
the impression that the dolls are grappling. Philomele then begins to re-enact the rape 
scene, maneuvering the two dolls around the space and climaxing in the re-telling of 
her mutilation where she cuts out the female doll’s tongue and symbolically places red 
cloth on the floor.  
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 While this scene appears to quite comical, since the crowd on stage find the 
events occurring in front of them humorous, it does also have a hint of the grotesque. 
The whole episode is reminiscent of child victims of violent or sexual crimes. The 
usage of dolls is a method widely used by psychologists to ascertain the events or 
actions that occurred to a child, often because the victim is unable to formulate the 
words to describe the atrocities that have happened to them.
213
 To a contemporary 
audience this would add to the horror provided in the earlier scenes witnessing the 
emotional impact the events have had on the character. 
 Philomele breaks her silence by using these homemade dolls as a 
communication method. Then she exploits the murder of Itys by configuring it as 
another way of reclaiming her voice in expressing her desire for revenge. This act, 
committed jointly by the two sisters, merely makes possible a cycle of violence and 
revenge that would result in Tereus killing them if it were not for the metamorphosis 
of the protagonists into birds. Here, Philomele regains her voice through the 
transformation into a nightingale. Not only can she articulate her thoughts and feelings 
again, but she is given the sweetest voice; the song of the nightingale. Perhaps this is 
Wertenbaker’s attempt at offering hope to those who are verbally suppressed by 
violence and oppressive forces within society. 
 I believe that Timberlake Wertenbaker also has another silent message in her 
adaptation. Love of the Nightingale has a didactic quality, similar to the morality plays 
from the medieval era and possibly a strong theme that resided in the Sophoclean 
production (after all, the Athenians did sometimes say that the tragic poets were their 
‘teachers’—see e.g. Aristophanes, Frogs 1009-10). Honesty is the virtue discussed, as 
the playwright couples violent episodes and theatrical devices to highlight the 
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underlying argument: ultimately the truth will be revealed and those who hinder it will 
be punished. 
 Wertenbaker establishes two motifs within her protagonists. Each character is 
either motivated by a need to deceive or a passion to uncover the truth. Tereus’ role 
within the production is as a deceiver. He spends the majority of the production lying 
to those he supposedly loves. He is unable to control his lust for Philomele; sexual 
incontinence is his fatal flaw. Philomele is unaware that she constitutes temptation; a 
forbidden fruit that fuels his desire. Tereus creates two main lies within the play.   
 In the first deception, Tereus tells Philomele that her sister has died, to aid in 
his wooing of the girl; yet when she reacts in the opposite way to the one he 
anticipates, he takes her by force and violently rapes her. The second lie is concocted 
to conceal what he has done and to explain the disappearance of his sister-in-law to his 
wife, Procne. Here, he claims that Philomele died along the journey. 
 Alongside these acts of duplicity, Tereus commits horrific violent acts to prove 
that he still has control as a leader and as a man. In the dialogue prior to the rape of 
Philomele, Tereus starts to discuss his true feelings, referring back to the ‘embedded’ 
production of Hippolytus in Athens which he views earlier on in the production. For 
Wertenbaker  has employed the metatheatrical device of a play within a play early in 
the production to establish the principle that the truth will be uncovered and to give the 
opportunity to discuss the moral issues which will underpin the plot as it subsequently 
evolves. In this scene, Tereus has returned to Athens to escort Philomele to Thrace. He 
is invited to watch a production of Hippolytus. The plot is described to Tereus, the 
outsider, by King Pandion and the Queen, whilst noteworthy lines are interjected by 
the cast of performers. A discussion ensues over the morality of the characters within 
Hippolytus. Tereus, paradoxically, claims that Phaedra is wrong for adulterously 
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loving her stepson, a member of her family—which is exactly the position he finds 
himself in later in the play. The embedded play within a play device provides the 
audience with a reflective viewpoint and a foreboding of what is to come.  
 King Pandion speaks as an unwitting prophet in this scene by outlining the 
dilemmas within Hippolytus, in comments which foreshadow the forthcoming events 
involving his daughters. In response to his wife’s fretting over the prologue, King 
Pandion states that the production is ‘going to end badly, but we already know that. 
It’s a tragedy’.214 He also replies to Tereus’ disgust at the portrayal of Phaedra’s 
incestuous love by saying, ‘That’s what makes it a tragedy. When you love the right 
person it’s a comedy.215 Philomele also has a prefigurative moment when she 
announces to her father, ‘I’m not Hippolytus. You haven’t cursed me. And Tereus 
isn’t Phaedra, look’.216 Sara Soncini sees this device as ‘an exploration of the politics 
of performance and spectatorship [that] allows Wertenbaker’s theatre to fulfill its 
maieutic function for contemporary audiences, which are made aware of their own 
individual responsibility as witnesses to the tragic story’.217 I, however, believe that 
this device goes one step further and that the Hippolytus production is used to 
showcase a multilateral view of Wertenbaker’s chosen diachronic themes. She thus 
acknowledges their presence in the enacting of the Hippolytus tragedy, within the 
Tereus myth, her own production and indeed in contemporary society. 
 Wertenbaker’s play keeps our attention focused on her principle themes—
duplicity and truth, violence, speech and silence—through referring to the Hippolytus 
plot in the later scene. In Hippolytus, Phaedra never embarks on a sexual relationship 
with her stepson and tries to contain her passion. But Tereus in Love of The 
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Nightingale submits to his infatuation and has to resort to sexual violence to fulfil his 
desire. In the build-up to Philomele’s rape, Tereus claims that he is Phaedra in their 
situation and that he loves her like Phaedra loves Hippolytus.
218
 Having already 
broken the news of her sister’s supposed demise; Tereus tries to persuade Philomele 
that it is the gods’ will. Meeting resistance still, the Thracian exerts his strength as a 
man, seizing the girl in a restraining embrace and suggests he will have her forcibly, 
despite her protests that the act should be consensual. Though the rape is not seen on 
stage, as directed by Wertenbaker in her stage directions, the audience is aware of the 
horrific event, cemented by Tereus’ line before he drags Philomele off stage, ‘I will 
have you in your fear. Trembling limbs to my fire’.219  While the script suggests that 
this violent scene is shown off-stage, it is however open to directorial interpretation. In 
a staging by Putney Arts Centre in 2010, the director made the decision to heighten the 
horror of this scene by visibly staging the rape. The actors enacted the scene behind a 
semi-opaque screen towards the back of the set. The audience members were forced to 
witness the act through the movement of shadows and the audible grunts and groans of 
Tereus alongside Philomele’s screams and protests.220 While on the one hand it 
achieved the highly uncomfortable viewing that the director sought, on the other it 
detracted from the next scene where the audience deals with the aftermath of the rape 
through the eyes of the young girl.  
 The sexual violation of Philomele prompts the character to take on the role of 
truth seeker. She passionately wants to reveal the lies that Tereus has told and 
establishes, in a confrontation with Tereus, that her sister is still alive. Her awareness 
of the deception empowers Philomele, who threatens to reveal the truth to all. Tereus 
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realizes here that the girl needs to be silenced and as a consequence cuts out her 
tongue. This demonstrates Tereus’ desire for self-preservation. He uses mutilation as a 
form of torture, but instead of inflicting pain on his prisoner to discover truths, he uses 
it as a preventative measure, which in turn, only makes the eventual revelation of the 
truth more inevitable and the consequences of all Tereus’ deceptions more severe. 
 The main repercussion and punishment for the dishonesty and horrific actions 
performed by Tereus, is the death of Itys, Tereus and Procne’s son. This violent event 
is firstly recounted to us in a messenger style of dialogue between two soldiers 
surreptitiously witnessing the women’s festivities from a window. They report to the 
audience what the audience cannot see. Itys enters and talks to the men, who 
encourage him to witness the events too; on seeing that the women have his sword, he 
goes off to confront them. The movements of Itys after this are described in a 
humorous way until the soldier narrating the event realizes what he is watching and 
what is about to happen. Then there is silence. The audience is left to their own 
imaginations, in a manner similar to the Athenian audience of Sophocles’ day listening 
to a ‘messenger speech’. They are allowed a few moments to contemplate the 
possibilities of what has happened behind the wall. 
 Yet, instead of leaving the action here, Wertenbaker decides to amend the 
traditional model of narrating violence in Greek tragedy, by actually showing what the 
audience thought it would not see. Itys enters the festival to confront his mother and 
(unknown to him) his aunt, with a violent outburst or tantrum, reminiscent of his 
father’s behavior. It appears that the males in this family favor violent mutilation when 
he shouts, ‘Give me my sword, slave or I’ll kick you. Kill you all. Cut off your heads. 
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Pick out your eyes’.221 Itys is then restrained by his mother whilst his aunt uses the 
boy’s sword to kill him.  
 Wertenbaker’s stage directions outline how she envisages this second 
revelation scene to be played out. The body is concealed by the chorus when Tereus 
enters. Procne confronts Tereus, revealing a bloodied Philomele and the exposure of 
his deceptions. Before unveiling the body of her son, she justifies her reasons for 
committing this form of infanticide. Procne says this retribution is valid, because she 
obeyed all the rules whereas Tereus broke them. She has therefore performed this act 
in order to help him come to terms with what he has done. Both women have acted out 
of pietas in seeking the ultimate revenge.  
 
4. Joanna Laurens’ The Three Birds 
Wertenbaker is not the only playwright to have found Sophocles’ Tereus intriguing. 
Twelve years after Love of the Nightingale was first performed, The Three Birds was 
produced at the Gate Theatre, London, premiering on 19th Ocotber 2000, after being 
composed by a young playwright, Joanna Laurens, over a six-week period during her 
undergraduate degree. The play won her the Critics’ Circle Theatre Award for ‘Most 
Promising Playwright’. But after a handful of her plays being produced in the early 
2000s, she opted for a career change, and now works in the field of counselling and 
psychotherapy, returning to the Channel Islands where she grew up. Laurens rarely 
gave in-depth interviews during her time as a playwright, and no-one has written 
extensively on the play, so most of the information I present in this chapter comes 
from the script,
222
 a handful of reviews and short interviews. I have supplemented 
these with some material from a recent email exchange with her, where I posed 
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questions and she answered them; I am very grateful to her for taking the time to do 
this. In this part of the chapter, I discuss how Laurens engaged with the classical 
material and what influence it had on her version of the Tereus story. I will also 
highlight the differences and similarities between her offering and Wertenbaker’s Love 
of the Nightingale. 
 Interestingly, Laurens claims that she has no classical background and that she 
‘was not particularly interested in the myths or stories previously’. But she came into 
contact with the tale of Tereus after watching Tim Supple’s stage adaptation of Ted 
Hughes’ Tales from Ovid:223 ‘the Tereus bit caught my eye and I thought to myself 
that it could be a whole play, in itself.  I did a bit of research and found out that it once 
had been a complete stand-alone play’.224 With her interest piqued, she went on to 
look at what was left of Sophocles’ offering and contemplated using the surviving 
fragments in her adaptation. Laurens’ thoughts prior to engaging with the surviving 
material were that re-writing the lost production may be a case of ‘creatively “joining 
the dots” between the existing fragments’, but she soon discovered that the fragments 
were so few in number and lacked positioning and context, which meant she would 
have to write the play in her own way.
225
 She still wanted to include the extant 
snippets of dialogue but claims that she felt they would have stood out too much in her 
production due to the style in which she was writing.
226
 Only one fragment has 
managed to be included in the dialogue – ‘Sun, greatest glory of the horse-loving 
Thracians’.227  But she continues to acknowledge Sophocles’ original by including 
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‘After Sophocles’, under the title of The Three Birds script and outlines the impact the 
lost production has on her work in the Introduction. Laurens’ sums up the lost voice of 
the play thus: ‘Sophocles’ words themselves can thus be seen as those of a silenced 
voice, gagged by time.’228  
 The playwright openly acknowledges in the introduction to the script that the 
tale of Tereus as featured in Ovid’s Metamorphoses influenced her production, for it is 
the most detailed existing account. But at the same time, she claimed in an interview 
with Caridad Svich that she wanted to remain faithful on one sense to the original 
Greek play, ‘to see if the same heightened sense of blood/lust/earthy desire could work 
now, for a contemporary audience, confronted directly with that, unable to escape 
from their seats’.229 Laurens also noted that there were a number of main differences 
between her play and what may have occurred in Sophocles; she changed certain 
elements to suit her writing or manipulated characterisation to contribute to the 
atmosphere of the piece.  
 First, Laurens wanted to move away from the traditional view that Tereus was 
a tyrant figure, raping Philomela because he was fuelled by uncontrollable physical 
lust. Instead, the playwright saw more interest for an audience if the dynamics changed 
and Tereus acted out of love for the young woman, potentially evoking empathy from 
the audience. She summed up her thoughts on her lead male character thus: 
 
No one can empathise with a rapist.  We can all empathise with a 
frustrated lover.  To empathise with him and want him to 'get the girl', 
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we then become complicit when he does 'get the girl' - in a forceful 




Secondly, in a similar decision to Wertenbaker, Laurens opted to remove the divine 
elements from her production. This must have been an important decision for her as a 
playwright, and she highlights her reasoning in the introduction to the script: 
 
I felt a contemporary audience would find such a literal deus ex 
machina conclusion intolerably clumsy, and yet, I found the 
transformations into birds beautiful, and wanted to include it, resulting 




In what she considers to be her final major decision (once again not dissimilar to 
Wertenbaker’s strategy), Laurens chose to manipulate the role of the chorus to suit the 
action on stage. While she claims in her written interview with me not to have much in 
the way of knowledge on the ancient theatre or to have looked at other ancient 
tragedies for inspiration, she did, however, acknowledge in her introduction to the 
script that she was aware that the identity of the chorus in Sophocles’ Tereus was 
unknown; she therefore decided to create a chorus as a ‘pliable dramatic material, 
adapting to the needs of the different scenes’.232 She must have done some research on 
the choruses of Sophocles, since she goes on to say that she still wanted to still utilise 
the chorus in a similar manner to Sophocles: 
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In keeping with the Sophoclean choruses which have survived, there is 
a moment of recognition for the choral character itself, which leads the 
chorus to the truth about Tereus and thus to a greater insight and a 




The Three Birds commences with the Chorus delivering the prologue which Laurens 
instructs should be spoken in complete darkness. Unlike the prologue in an ancient 
production, this text does not set up the production ahead in terms of outlining events 
that have already happened, or the background of the characters. Instead, in a highly 
abstract manner, the chorus state that they will tell a tale and make reference to the 
sense of silencing that is a theme that continues throughout the play: 
 
  They will not steal the redrich of our voices; 




As the chorus exits, the action begins immediately with a discussion between Pandion 
and Tereus. Just as in Wertenbaker’s version, they talk of how they won the battle and 
Pandion offers Tereus a reward for his assistance. Pandion briefly departs, allowing 
the solitary Tereus to soliloquise on the topic of his love for Pandion’s daughter, 
Philomela. His monologue reveals no lust, but a loving infatuation with the girl. When 
Pandion re-enters, the two play a game which prompts Pandion to proclaim that 
Tereus’ prize for winning is his daughter’s hand in marriage. Tereus can’t believe his 
luck and gratefully accepts, believing that Philomele is the daughter to whom Pandion 
refers. 
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 Laurens’ script is difficult to access, which is one reason for my offering an 
extended ‘thick description’ of its contents and impact in performance. But the 
language Laurens uses is so distinctive—a strange, demotic, often rough-hewn, coarse, 
jerky and supremely modern idiolect—that only substantial quotation, from passages 
written for different actors’ voices, can illustrate her method. The next scene features 
Philomela and Procne playing hide and seek. Laurens points out that their actions are 
not childish, which is unlike the opening scene with Philomela and Procne in 
Wertenbaker’s adaptation, where the girls’ discussions can appear childlike 
(depending on how it is staged). The girls discuss Tereus as a suitor for Procne and 
role play a meeting between Procne and Tereus, which descends into giggles and an 
exchange in French about shutting one’s mouth. It is clear the two girls have their own 
unique style of language and understand each other on a level that the audience may 
not, strengthening their sisterly bond. Pandion enters to announce that Procne will 
marry Tereus and live with her husband in Thrace. The girls digest this new 
information with a sense of fear and apprehension, but Procne consoles her sister and 
implies that they will always be close. Tereus enters to greet the sisters but is taken 
back when Procne approaches and states that she is looking forward to their union the 
next day.  
 When he is left alone on stage, Tereus openly talks about his frustration at not 
being betrothed to Philomela and how she is much superior to Procne, although there 
is nothing that can be done. 
 
Procne. Your name limps. 
And I to it.
235
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The next scene indicates that the wedding has taken place and Tereus has finally 
accepted, albeit reluctantly, that Procne is now his wife. The action then swiftly moves 
ahead one year with Procne giving birth to their son. The chorus appear on stage to 
announce the arrival of the child, but there is no show of emotion from Tereus apart 
from announcing that the child’s name is Itys. A choral episode is then inserted to 
suggest the passing of time; it ends as Itys enters the stage, a five year old child, with 
his now visibly older looking mother.  
 Procne tries to discuss with the chorus her marital issues with Tereus and how 
he no longer pays her attention, but, in a very similar way to Wertenbaker’s version of 
the isolated Procne, she struggles to articulate exactly what she means and is, at times, 
ignored by the chorus. Her struggle is notable in her style of speaking and in the 
language she uses, which is idiosyncratic in comparison to the voice of the chorus. 
Procne tries to express her feelings of loneliness and desire to see her sister to Tereus 
when he enters, but he clearly does not want anything to do with her. It becomes 
apparent, when he is left alone on stage that he is still in love with Philomela. Time 
passing has done nothing to quell his feelings towards her. On Procne’s return, he 
announces he will return to Athens to ask for Philomela to visit her sister.  
 In Athens, Tereus negotiates with Pandion to allow Philomela to visit Procne 
in Thrace. The father is reluctant at first, but when Philomela enters to describe her 
desire to see her sibling, he relents. The scene then shifts to Tereus and Philomela’s 
journey to Thrace. Tereus is unable to contain his feelings for the girl and starts to 
vocalise his love: 
 
TEREUS: You are a fly  
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drinking at my eye 




Philomela starts to copy Tereus’ words in a manner, according to Laurens, as if she is 
trying to learn a new language. This spurs him on.
237
 He continues to say the words ‘I 
love you’, which she echoes back to him. One could infer that Tereus starts to believe 
that Philomela is not just repeating him, but instead, that she is reciprocating his 
feelings. He takes this as an act of consent. Laurens outlines in her stage directions 
that Tereus proceeds to rape Philomela on stage, who does not show any sign of 
resisting. However, it is after the act when she voices her anger: 
 
PHILOMELA: You wrong my house. 
You wrong my name. 
You do me wrong. 
You do my sister wrong. 
You wrong my beforeafters. 
You wrong my father; 
you wrong the lord of my house. 
All will know. 




Philomela then mocks Tereus, laughing at and mimicking him, while the chorus 
delivers the line, ‘The king’s child was good’, in five different languages: the 
Norman–French patios of Jersey, Anglo-Saxon, Proto-Indo-European, Irish and 
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Welsh. Laurens shares with Wertenbaker a sensitivity towards the disappearance of 
languages and cultures, and includes these to keep them alive. The chorus continues to 
recite the line, building to a climax rhythmically. Laurens outlines in the stage 
directions exactly how she envisages the mutilation scene: 
 
TEREUS produces a knife. Immediate silence from CHORUS. He cuts 
out PHILOMELA’s tongue mid-phrase (‘I lo-‘). She mouths ‘-ve you 
and I’ll view an all of you, I love’ etc. in complete silence repeatedly; 
bewildered – look at the empty air where her words should be. 
 
This horrific act signals the end of Act One, leaving the audience to ponder what they 
have just witnessed. Act Two opens with Procne trying to comprehend her sister’s 
death while Tereus deceives her, claiming that Philomela was attacked and eaten by 
wolves. At first he shows no signs of compassion and moans about Procne’s incessant 
questioning, but eventually he breaks down in Procne’s arms, sorrowfully apologising 
to her about Philomela’s death. She consoles him, saying that it was not his fault, 
unaware of what he has actually done.  
 Laurens then brings the action back to Philomela, who is exploring what her 
life is now like as Tereus’ captive and unable to communicate verbally. The 
playwright importantly describes the opening of the new scene in a highly detailed 
manner to reinforce the horror of Philomela’s plight: 
 
Enter PHILOMELA with a jug of red wine and a clear glass; she puts 
both down. She gives a silent uncovered yawn without armstretching. 
She crosses to another part of the stage and busies herself with some 
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activity there for several minutes. She moves elsewhere and does the 
same. Suddenly she takes a large, audibly airy inbreath; she is about to 
sneeze. We wait to hear this sneeze, but it is soundless. We should 
crave intentional noise/speech by this stage. She pours herself a glass of 
wine, and the glass clincknocks the jug. Pause would it do that again? 
She clincknocks again, tentatively. She smiles at the noise she makes. 
She does this twice more, with increasing confidence and enjoyment 
each time, looking closely at the precise point where two objects make 
contact and the sound is formed. She then throws her head back and 
laughs silently at the noise; her body rocks with the trapped laugh and 
her smile slides from her face, turning into a sobbing which is as silent 
and as violent as the laughter. She stops sobbing. Pause. Quickly she 
downs the glass of wine. She throws both glass and jug violently across 
the stage. She furiously yet silently mouths the following; she mouths 
quickly and gesticulates as appropriate – desperately trying to 
communicate… She reaches inside her mouth with her fingers, and 
feels around, exploring. She takes her fingers out and looks at them, 




This intense scene of painful silence and anguish prepares for Tereus’ return to 
Philomela, who behaves like a scared animal in his presence. He tries to coax her 
round by apologizing for his behaviour but she gestures for him to kill her, thus 
prompting another emotional outpouring from Tereus: 
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And no, I can’t kill you. 
Because it’s just, like, well 
I love you on a loop…… 
I’m sorry that I love you. 
 
He leaves Philomela, who starts to work on a tapestry. Unlike Wertenbaker’s dolls, 
Laurens returns to the original device of the truth being revealed through textile 
handiwork. The mute girl communicates her situation to the chorus by showing it to 
them, which leads them to sadly recongise what has occurred. They deliver the 
tapestry to Procne, who attempts to interpret the depictions. In this version of the 
revelation scene, unlike in Wertenbaker’s, Philomela is not physically present. But she 
has included within the tapestry details of how she can be freed from her 
imprisonment: 
 





Procne beg Tereus for Philomela. 
Tereus sail away to Pandion. 
Pandion agree. 





Tereus rapes Philomela. 
Tereus cuts out Philomela’s tongue. 
Tereus imprisons Philomela at Aulis. 
Philomela weaves a tapestry. 
Philomela send it to Procne. 
Procne reads it.  
(Wonderingly.) I read it. 
Procne frees Philomela. 
Procne and Philomela return to Thrace. 
 
The depictions finish here and Procne frustratingly searches for the end, asking what 
happens next. She is interrupted by the commencement of the festival of Bacchus, and 
uses this as an opportunity to disappear. When Procne discovers Philomela, she tells 
her sister that she now knows the atrocities that have happened and that Tereus must 
die in retribution. The sisters re-join the festivities in disguise, while Tereus appears 
looking for his wife. The chorus distract him, claiming that Procne is at home waiting 
for him to return: 
 





This line intrigues Tereus and he immediately leaves with Itys, which gives Procne a 
final opportunity to plan with her sister, in a passage which well illustrates Laurens’ 
style as well as the private language the sisters share: 
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Procne: Ah, we had him spoonfed there, 
But revenge is a family affair 
so good my people quickgo 
and let me talk to my Philly…. 
 
Arm yourself with plosives. 
We’ll frag him. 
We’ll shred him. 
We’ll blow him away. 
We’ll rail him. 
We’ll scrap him. 
We’ll pop him today.241 
 
In Lauren’s adaptation, Procne stresses the loving relationship that a child has with his 
mother, to heighten the shock of what she does to him. Itys recognises her even though 
she is in disguise. He runs to her and clings to her affectionately, kissing and stroking 
her. Procne tries to push him away, but he persists, which frustrates her as she 
continues to plot her husband’s demise. Slowly she becomes aware of what would be 
the greatest act of revenge, while the chorus chant in various languages variations on 
the theme of infanticide. Eventually the lines mutate into the line: ‘Kill him so we are 
one’, which is repeated for effect: 
  
FIRST CHORUS: Tuez-lé, libéthéz-nous.
242
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Twee-hem, lobwytha une. 
Kwell hem, so wy tha une. 
Kill him so we are one. 
SECOND CHORUS: Alysað hine, his blōd lædað ūs.243 
Alysath hime, sis blod lareth us. 
Asal hime, sis wareth un. 
Zill him, sos wathare un. 
Kill him so we are one. 
THIRD CHORUS: im gwhen-ghe! Salwos so.
244
 
im gwehem! sawas sone. 
ill hem, saw a sa sone. 
Ill hem sa we sa one. 
Kill him so we are one. 
FOURTH CHORUS: Scaoil soar é! Labhraίonn sibh trίna chuislί.245 
Scaoil see! Labhraί sibh trί chuinlί. 
Caoil sem, hray ibh ree un. 
Call hem, hro ebrah un. 
Kill him so we are one. 
FIFTH CHORUS: Lladd fe, rhyddha’r lleisiau bychain!246 
Lladd fem, rhyddha’r lleisiau bychun! 
Llal fem, rhyddo lleisar yun. 
Ill hem, yddo wei ar yun. 
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The chorus’ chanting climaxes with the group handing the women a knife each. 
Procne stabs Itys in the heart while Philomela slits his throat. Both are complicit in the 
act of murder. The chorus actively encourage the crazed violence, in a manner quite 
distinct from the Attic tragic choruses, who were less involved in the action occurring 
on stage. Their role becomes even more chilling when they urge the women to feed the 
child to his father: 
 
CHORUS: Feed him to Tereus. 
With shovelfuls of hard bread, 
with scrushed tartaric grapejuice, 
spurs to the palate, 
give the son back to his father. 
Return him disremembered. 
 
Unlike Wertenbaker, who only has Itys’ body revealed on stage to Tereus, Laurens 
opts to  the suffering of Tereus and creates a more gruesome ending. Unaware that his 
child has been murdered, Tereus sits at a long table awaiting his supper. Procne enters 
and places a large plate of cooked meat in front of him while they exchange flirtatious 
glances. As he eats, Tereus asks where his son is. Procne deflects these questions until 
he has completed his meal. Then a bloody Philomela enters with a box. She places it in 
front of Tereus, who opens it in horror. The fate of Itys is revealed and Tereus retches.  
Tereus’ voice starts to replicate an infant’s speech; much to his horror, he repeats lines 
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that Itys delivered earlier on in the play, and realises that his son is speaking from 
within him. The conclusion of the scene has the chorus, Procne and Philomela all 
recite the fragment from the Sophoclean play: ‘Sun, greatest glory of the horse-loving 
Thracians’. They repeat this as they start to advance on Tereus, building up to a climax 
where, on reaching the terrified father, he joins in with one final repetition of the line.  
 The play concludes with an epilogue, delivered by Pandion. Here, Laurens 
utilises the possibility that the ancient production would have concluded with the 
transformation of Procne, Philomela and Tereus, into birds. Rather than the characters 
retell their transformation and appear on stage as birds, however, which occurs in 
Wertenbaker’s version, Laurens makes Pandion describe what happened when he 
arrived at the scene: 
 
PANDION: Gone. Gone. Gone. 
Three birds flew away when I got here, 
pulled to air like jetwindow rain. 
A questioning crested hoopoe. 





After revealing his awareness that his family has been somehow destroyed, he ends the 
play on a mysterious line, observing, ‘I found a mixed flock worrying the stars’.249 
I have pointed out within my account of The Three Birds the several plot 
differences between the two recent theatrical retellings of Sophocles’ Tereus. They 
have a similar overall narrative; while Laurens could have been influenced by 
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Wertenbaker’s play, which predates her own, she claims that she has never seen or 
read Love of the Nightingale.
250
 Both playwrights make sure that they include certain 
important moments which seem from the extand evidence to have been used by 
Sophocles: Procne marries Tereus and moves to Thrace; Procne requests her sister to 
visit; Tereus escorts Philomela but rapes her and cuts out her tongue; Philomela 
reveals her situation to Procne; Procne and Philomela kill Itys in revenge. However, 
each playwright decides to fill out this basic plotline to suit her objectives. While both 
plays emphasise the violence of the story, it is clear that Laurens has chosen to make 
the violence more explicit in order to provoke a reaction in her audience.
251
  
 There are three moments of violence within the basic plot: the rape, the 
mutilation and the murder of Itys. In regards to the rape of Philomela, Wertenbaker 
builds up to the moment with protests from the victim, but has the act take place off 
stage, leaving the extremity of the deed to the audience’s imagination. In contrast, 
Laurens portrays Philomela reacting passively, although the rape occurs in front of the 
audience, allowing the action to be as graphic as the director chooses. When it comes 
to the mutilation, the tongue is cut out in full view of the audience in both productions 
while Philomela/Philomele is mid-sentence. Again, Laurens amps up the horror by 
having the character finish her sentence in bewildered muteness after her tongue is 
removed. The violent murder of a child will always be traumatic, but the death of Itys 
at the hands of his mother and aunt is particularly disturbing. Wertenbaker keeps this 
moment brief. In the build up to his demise, Itys comes across obnoxious and rude, 
threatening to pick out the eyes of Philomele who is holding his sword. His mother 
holds him as Philomele brings the sword down on him, but Wertenbaker indicates that 
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nothing is seen: the female chorus encloses the figures, and the corpse is hidden until it 
is revealed to Tereus. This moment in The Three Birds could be seen as more chilling 
and gut-wrenching, for Laurens has Itys arrive on stage in a very innocent manner, 
looking for the loving attention of his mother. The audience are forced to witness the 
child asking for hugs for a prolonged time until the idea occurs to Procne and 
Philomela of the ultimate act of revenge and they carry it out in an almost ritualistic 
manner. Laurens further heightens the gruesomeness by including the scene where 
Tereus unknowingly eats his son, as suggested by the extant hypothesis discussed 
earlier. 
 Both playwrights use more explicit violence than we would expect in 
Sophocles’ play from the evidence of the conventions in our extant Greek tragedies. 
The tragic effect, to be sure, will have been extreme, since the tragedy emanates from 
a dysfunctional family. Tereus was one of two known Attic plays that featured sisters 
who jointly conspire and commit murder, the other, interestingly, being another lost 
play which has attracted a recent ‘reconstruction’, Aeschylus’ Danaids.252 Both Procne 
and Philomela are driven by the need for revenge and crave punishment for the insult 
that Tereus has committed against their family. He has broken the trust of Pandion and 
has shamed both his daughters by dishonouring his marriage to Procne and sexually 
abusing Philomela.
253
 Procne’s desire to punish her male partner is paralleled in 
Euripides’ Medea, where the protagonist seeks revenge for the dishonour Jason had 
committed against her for taking a new wife and abandoning her. In both cases, Procne 
and Medea come to the understanding that the only way to seek ultimate revenge 
would be the death of their children—they sacrifice what is most important to both 
man and woman. 
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  Maternal filicide seems to have been viewed as particularly shocking, as it is 
today, and this may explain the rarity with which it was dramatized. However, if the 
hypothesis of Tereus is correct, Procne’s behaviour was far more extreme than 
Medea’s, since she ensured that the dead child was ingested by the father. While 
Medea worked alone, Procne has an accomplice: the surviving evidence indicates that 
both sisters were complicit in the killing of Itys. Coo discusses at length the 
uniqueness of the two sisters being equally involved in the murder and claims that ‘the 
bond between two sisters is shown to override that between a mother and her child.’254 
This is made significant by both Wertenbaker and Laurens, who highlight the 
closeness of the two sisters in the opening scenes, which set the tone for the 
remainder. Laurens even goes as far as pointing out the strong relationship that the 
women have through their style of language, which resembles fragmented 
gobbledygook, yet the two women understand each other perfectly. As the plays 
progress, Wertenbaker shows that there is already a sisterly pact between the two girls 
when Philomela states, ‘I promised Procne I would go if she ever asked for me’.255 In 
Laurens, Philomele stresses to Tereus that he has dishonoured her sister by raping her: 
 
PHILOMELA: You wrong my house. 
You wrong my name. 
You do me wrong. 
You do my sister wrong. 
 
The character of Philomela certainly comes across as dedicated to her sister in both 
plays. When the recognition of Tereus’ deception and actions occurs in Love of the 
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Nightingale and The Three Birds, Procne takes on the speaking role for both women 
now that Philomela/Philomele is mute. While her sister’s silence can actually speak 
volumes in relation to the horror she has dealt with, it is Procne’s words that the 
audience hears. Wertenbaker’s Procne says little but becomes determined: 
  
To do this. He would do this. 
Pause. 
Justice. Philomele, the justice we learned as children, do you remember?  




In comparison, as we have observed, Laurens’ Procne is much more vocal about 
arranging a violent punishment for Tereus. In her first exchange with Philomela, who 
only responds with gestures, Procne repeats the phrase: ‘He must die’ three times 
before plotting in a manner that suggests the sisters are working symbiotically: 
 
  What? Yes, yes; we’ll glottalstop him. 
  PHILOMELA moves more urgently. 
  Yes softsister, I hear you. 
  Are we hatching something or what? 
 
  Sometimes when alone at night 
  I been slung to the world, stapled 
  sweetly there like a fly to jam. 
  And then I think of you and I map 
  you and I want you and I rise to 
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 When it comes to the murder of Itys, both plays show the women working 
together. While we cannot be sure whether in the Sophoclean production one of the 
women did the deed or both were involved at the same time, Wertenbaker opts for 
Procne to be holding Itys, while Philomele strikes him with the sword; the mother 
holds her child, in a disturbing parody of a maternal posture; while she does not 
deliver the fatal blow, she encourages the action. Rather than holding her child to 
protect him, Procne is holding him to be sacrificed to cause ultimate pain.  
 Laurens prefers that both women be involved. In my view, the chorus in 
Laurens’ scene represents the inner voice of the women as they decide upon revenge; 
the choral voice suggests to the minds of the sisters that Itys should be killed, and the 
chorus hand them the weapons. To drive home the horror, Itys cries out ‘Mum!’ as 
they move in to attack the boy.
258
 Procne stabs Itys in the heart as Philomela slits his 
throat. I view these decisions as quite symbolic. By aiming for his heart, Procne is 
destroying the child she loves, whereas Philomela opts, in a way, to replicate her 
situation by silencing the child as she draws the knife across his throat. Laurens 
continues this collaboration between the siblings in the final scenes. Procne 
encourages her husband to eat the meat that unbeknownst to him is his son, while 
Philomela has clearly been the chef, for Laurens describes her final appearance as ‘her 
hands are bloody and her clothes are stained.’259 It would appear that both playwrights 
have taken the stance, which Coo asserts occurred in the Sophoclean play, that the 
main reason the women commit the acts is not due to their family dishonour but rather 
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out of sisterly love.
260
 This strength of the bond between the sisters is what spurs the 
retaliation and the abandonment of any sense of marital or maternal commitment. 
 Other themes that both recent adaptations address are the motifs of the silenced 
voice and the marginalised within society. To return to a quote by Laurens that I 
mentioned earlier in this chapter: ‘Sophocles’ words themselves can thus be seen as 
those of a silenced voice, gagged by time’.261 Both playwrights’ preoccupation with 
the silenced voice is expressed on two levels. First, they use their stages to allow 
Sophocles’ ‘silenced’ play to live again. While their plays are in one sense new works, 
which have adapted and heavily modified the spartse fragmentary material, they both 
allow the story to ‘regain a voice’ by being retold in the context of theatre after many 
centuries of neglect. Secondly, both Wertenbaker and Laurens draw upon the notion of 
being unable to communicate and what happens to those who have their voices 
silenced. Laurens acknowledges in her introduction to the script that the two pivotal 
moments in the play are linked to silencing voices: when Philomela is prevented from 
telling the truth of her situation through the gory removal of her tongue and the 
revenge act of killing Itys, although she allows Itys to regain a bizarre, ventriloquized 
voice, once he has been consumed, emanating from inside his father. Laurens, it 
appears, was preoccupied with similar thoughts to those of Wertenbaker when writing 
her version: 
In society each individual, each of us, experiences life from the 
perspective of the ‘outsider’ in relation to some aspect of ourselves. 
Living is often a conflict between individual experience and a desire to 
feel at one with others; the minority voice is frequently not a specific 
sector of society but a thread passed through each individual within 
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society. This fluid concept of the marginalised seems particularly 
relevant to the modern world, and yet is so simply reflected in this 
ancient story through Itys’ ‘metamorphosis’ inside his father – where 





From analyzing these scenes and themes, a number of conclusions can be drawn. 
While The Love of the Nightingale and The Three Birds are not true recreations of 
Sophocles’ Tereus, there is a clear diachronic message in both. Wertenbaker has 
described her production as portraying the ‘violence that erupts in societies when they 
have been silenced for too long’ and giving the marginalized a voice. 263 I believe that 
both productions certainly communicate the notion that violence and dispossession 
inflicted by society on marginalized groups occurs both in antiquity and today. Both 
playwrights’ personal experiences have helped them engage with finding lost voices, 
Wertenbaker with her experiences of the Basque country and Laurens’ despair at 
languages becoming lost as a result of the predominance of English.
264
  
 There appears to be a second thematic constellation within both modern plays, 
which may subconsciously have been inferred by Wertenbaker and Laurens from what 
remains of Sophocles’ tragedy. The notion of retribution is brought to the fore in both 
dramas, accentuated by violent acts. Lies, deception and violence can motivate normal 
people to behave in ways they would never usually do, and the repercussions of these 
events can remain with those who commit them for a lifetime.  It is also clear that 
there is a constant pattern in both plays entailing destruction caused by deceit. The 
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initial lie is covered up by violence or a brutal act in order to suppress its revelation, 
but once the truth is uncovered, the result is usually even more extreme violence as a 
punishment. Given the extreme violence committed both against and by women, in 
both these plays by modern women, it becomes even more frustrating that we do not 
know whether such violence dominated the Sophoclean production, or whether it is 
the process of supplementing fragments that has allowed feminist playwrights a 
licence to shock? I certainly feel that violence is inherent in the story, as a reflection of 
society. Yet violence can be portrayed in myriad ways. Ultimately, what I think is 
most authentically Sophoclean in the modern plays is their focus on the use of 
language and the silenced voice. It is with this focus that Wertenbaker and Laurens 
make the audience aware of the importance of communication, a theme I feel that the 
fragments of the Sophoclean play certainly adumbrate. In their destroyed state, these 
fragments are still trying to communicate with the modern world. But it is only 
through contemporary playwrights that they recover their voice, even if it speaks from 




Aeschylus’ Danaid Trilogy 
1. Introduction 
Unlike the other plays that are investigated in this thesis, part of this chapter addresses 
a fairly complete one, Aeschylus’ tragedy, Suppliants, known to be one of the earliest 
surviving plays from ancient Greece, since it was almost certainly first performed in 
463 BC. But it is the fragmented tetralogy that it belongs to, Danaids, that has caught 
the imagination of international playwrights in the mid-1990s and early 2000s. 
Suppliants, plus the extant fragments from the tetralogy to which it belongs, has 
inspired adaptations that try to offer a complete version of the action. In 1996, the 
Romanian playwright/director, Silviu Purcărete, drew upon the plot to create a staging 
that was epic in scale, whereas a couple of years later, American playwright Charles 
Mee also found inspiration in the tale and wrote a contemporary adaptation that has 
now been performed numerous times around the world since its debut. But what is the 
appeal of this fragmented collection of plays? What is it about Suppliants that makes 
playwrights want to finish the story? And what evidence exists to assist in their 
completion? In order to understand the modern performative reception, however, we 
first need to examine the extant evidence for the lost plays of the trilogy, and for its 
contents and meaning as a whole. There are two reasons for this. First, Purcărete and 
Mee will have investigated the ancient evidence themselves. Secondly, it helps us 
appreciate their receptions better by seeing where the dramatist has made their choices. 
 In the first half of this chapter, therefore, I examine the actual surviving 
evidence. My discussion first looks at the date of the original production and the order 
in which the plays of the trilogy were performed. Then I will look at the external 
textual and iconographic evidence for the Danaids’ myth, before turning to the texts of 
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the fragmentary plays and the extant Suppliants themselves. I will review the most 
important and plausible reconstructions, of which Purcărete and Mee would have been 
aware, and clarify my own thinking on the most likely contents of the original trilogy, 
before turning in the second half of the chapter to the modern adaptations. 
 
2. What do We Really Know about Aeschyus’ Tetralogy on the Danaids? 
Unlike Aeschylus’ Oresteia, where the three tragedies have survived in their entirety, 
in The Danaids tetralogy only Suppliants has survived.
265
 For the rest of the plays, we 
are aided by a small number of fragments and references to enable tentative 
reconstruction. But even pinpointing the date of performance has been difficult. For 
many years, scholars had favored the thought that this tetralogy was from the early 
part of Aeschylus’ career, as asserted by G. Müller in his 1908 publication, De 
Aeschyli Supplicum tempore atque indole.  Their evidence for this was based on the 
surviving Suppliants. The style and structure of this tragedy, in comparison to the 
other extant plays of Aeschylus, appeared to such scholars to show that it must have 
belonged to an early part of his development as a playwright. Structurally, there are 
many similarities between Suppliants and Persians, the latter documented as 
Aeschylus’ earliest surviving play, performed in 472.  Both contain a high proportion 
of choral lyric, and open with the parodos of the chorus, which is rarely found 
replicated in other surviving tragedies. A. F. Garvie rejected this idea, since out of the 
seven Aeschylean plays that are in existence, the other six, which are firmly dated, 
cover only a duration of fourteen years and date to 472, 467 and 458; a linear analysis 
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of the playwright’s development is therefore based on completely inadequate 
evidence.    
 In order to claim that this tetralogy was a part of Aeschylus’ early work, many 
scholars looked to the political background to the play. The treatment of Argos in the 
text may indicate a time period where Athens was on friendly terms with them as the 
king of Argos is portrayed in a favorable light in charge of a fairly democratic city. 
Diamantopoulos supported the idea that the play was presented in the early part of 
Aeschylus’ career—circa the 490s—since many recent events would have influenced 
this treatment of Argos. This included the ramifications of the battle of Sepeia and the 
establishment of the democratic Argive constitution.
266
 However, this is all speculative 
as there is no obvious reference within the text of Suppliants to support the proposal. 
With Suppliants as the only reference point, many scholars had rigidly formulated 
their opinions on what was available to them. However, in 1952, the discovery of a 
fragmented papyrus caused a rethinking within the academic world of when the first 
performance of this tetralogy would have taken place, causing Earp in near-despair to 
remark: ‘Scholars have hitherto regarded the Supplices as the earliest extant play of 
Aeschylus; if we now consent to put it late it makes all attempts to study literature 
futile’.267 
 The publication of P.Oxy. 2256 fr.3, a hypothesis or notice of production, 
caused this shift in opinion because it indicated that in fact the plays were performed at 
a later date in the 460s.  
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Although highly corrupt, scholars have worked on restoring the details of the fragment 
by inserting supplements, through assessing other hypotheses and drawing upon their 
knowledge of other productions from around that time period. By filling in the gaps, 




  Upon Archedemides’ 79 year Olympiad 
Aeschylus conquered with Suppliants Egyptians 
Danaids and satyr-play Amymone. 
Second Sophocles. Third 
Mesatus 
  
In a more complete form, this hypothesis potentially provides us with a number of 
details concerning the tetralogy. We can more or less establish that the opening 
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sentence refers to the archon in charge during the Olympiad. Garvie infers that the 
‘ἀρ’ is the beginning of  ᾽Aρχεδημίδου (Archedemides), who was in power during 464 
- 463, as the only other archon who held office in that decade with a similar name was 
Apsephion, who presided the year that Sophocles clinched victory from Aeschylus. 
The fragment continues to indicate that Aeschylus was victorious with Egyptians, 
Suppliants (which may have been listed in the corrupt section as suggested by Garvie 
in the reconstruction of the fragment above), Danaids and the satyr-play, Amymone. 
Sophocles took second place, with the lost playwright, Mesatus, taking third. 
 It is thought that this hypothesis was written around the late second or early 
third century A.D., which means, therefore, that it could be highly misleading. It is 
possible, for example, that it refers to a second or posthumous presentation of the 
tetralogy. We know that some tragedies and groups of tragedies premiered after the 
death of playwrights, such as Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis, Alcmaeon in Corinth and 
Bacchae, staged after his death by one of his sons, also named Euripides.
269
 Various 
testimonia to the performance of Aeschylean plays after his death survive, probably 
produced by his actor son Euphorion, including the scholion on Aristophanes’ 
Acharnians 10 and Suda e3800, although we can’t be sure that Euphorion or anyone 
else produced the Danaid plays posthumously.  
 Despite the ambiguous nature of the hypothesis, it is now generally accepted. 
Garvie and Sommerstein argue that it confirms the approximate date of the premiere of 
the tetralogy (464-463 BC) and the point in Aeschylus’ career that the plays took 
place.
270
 Taplin acknowledges the confusion caused by the redating of Suppliants 
when comparing the hypothesis and the play’s style, stating that ‘were it not for the 
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papyrus didaskalia a sober man might well put the play in the 470s rather than the 
490s, but he could not in all fairness be expected to plump for the 460s’.271 
 The papyrus also confirms that the single tragedy Danaids and the satyr-play, 
Amymone, belong together, and presumably also with Egyptians and Suppliants. In 










Since the grammar (active and middle voice of the verb gamein) shows that this is a 
male addressing a female, it is plausibly suggested that it was said to Amymone, the 
Danaid on whom the satyr-play focused; it may have been spoken by the leader of the 
satyrs, Silenus, or by the god, Poseidon, as suggested by Sommerstein.
274
  In my view, 
it would be unlikely for Aeschylus to have written another tetralogy that involved such 
closely related plots, yet some scholars maintain that this happened.
275
 Taplin outlines 
arguments for and against Amymone belonging to the Danaid tetralogy in The 
Stagecraft of Aeschylus. He explains that some satyr plays appear to be closely linked 
to their trilogy of tragedies, using the satyr play The Sphinx that was linked to 
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Aeschylus’ Theban trilogy as an example. However, there is also evidence to suggest 
that satyr plays could also be only loosely linked, such as the Proteus,
276
 which 
concluded the Oresteia but seems to have focused on Agamemnon’s brother Menelaus 
and his visit to Egypt, as related in Odyssey IV, rather than on Orestes or Argos.  But 
Taplin nevertheless concludes that in the current state of the evidence it is best to 




3. The Plays’ Order of Performance 
The order of the plays in the Danaid tetralogy is also debatable. Placing Amymone is 
easy, for it was common practice for the satyr play to be showcased after the three 
tragedies.  But the order of the tragedies has been contested. Many scholars have 
suggested that Aeschylus used a ‘formula’ which could help us in ordering the plays. 
Gruppe believed that there was a method to the development of an Aeschylean trilogy 
based on our knowledge of the only other trilogy to exist, the Oresteia. His theory was 
that the first play would set up the events to come and provide a motive that would 
continue throughout the three tragedies. The second would be where the major deed 
would take place and in the third and final instalment, the judgment or reconciliation 
would occur, ‘wrapping up’ the tragedy part and making way for the satyr-play.278 
Stoessl also based his theory on the evidence from the Oresteia and asserted that the 
first two plays of a trilogy would be similar in scene and structure, with the third play 
being a lot freer. The aim of the final play would be to reconcile the first two and 
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 However, employing these concepts when addressing the 
Danaid trilogy could create more confusion. One cannot assume that all Aeschylus’ 
trilogies had a happy and neat ending. While The Oresteia is the only trilogy we have, 
it may not be representative. It is only a small sample of his work. 
 
4. The External Mythical Tradition: Textual and Iconographic Materials 
It may be more beneficial to look at other versions of the story, for the myth in 
Aeschylus’ Danaid tetralogy has been retold by many classical authors and poets. To 
start, let us look at its presence in another Greek tragedy. The play Prometheus Bound, 
attributed in antiquity to Aeschylus but more likely to have been written by an 
unknown playwright,
280
 features a speech where an outline of the Danaids’ fate is 
provided in a prophecy to Io, their ancestress, by the demigod, Prometheus:  
 
And fifty girls, the seed of his fifth generation,  
will come back to Argos, not of their own free will, 
fleeing the kindred wedlock 
of their cousins,who, with hearts driven by passion, 
hawks not far behind the fugitive doves, 
will come hunting marriages they should not be hunting; 
but a god will begrudge them their cousins’ bodies,  
and the Pelasgian land will be moistened with blood 
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shed by female slayers, when they are audaciously laid low of a 
wakeful night; 
for each woman will rob her husband of life, 
dipping a two-edged sword in his blood. ... 
But one of the girls will be charmed by desire so as not  
to slay her bedfellow; her purpose will be blunted, 
and of the two alternatives she will choose 




This prophecy tells us that amongst Io’s descendants will be fifty girls who will flee to 
Argos in an attempt to escape marrying their cousins, but will be forcibly married. All 
of them but one will then kill their husbands. Other notable versions of this plot are 
provided by Apollodorus and Hyginus. The Greek mythographer, Apollodorus,
282
 
describes the tale of the Danaids in greater detail and includes the reasoning for the 
murders: 
Belos remained in Egypt, was king of that country, and married Nile’s 
daughter Anchinoe. He had twin sons, Aigyptos and Danaos, and 
according to Euripides he also had Cepheus and Phineus. Belos sent 
Danaos off to colonize Libya and Aigyptos to Arabia, but the latter also 
subdued the land of the Melampodes and called it Egypt after himself. 
With several different women Aigyptos had fifty sons and Danaos had 
fifty daughters. When they later were at odds over the kingdom, Danaos 
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became afraid of Aigyptos’ sons and, at the direction of Athena, he was 
the first to build a ship. He put his daughters aboard and fled. Landing 
at Rhodes, he set up the statue of Lindian Athena. From there he came 
to Argos. The king at that time, Gelanor, surrendered his kingdom to 
Danaos... Now the land was without water because Poseidon, angry at 
Inachos for testifying that the country belonged to Hera, had dried up 
even the springs. So Danaos sent his daughters to fetch water. 
Searching for water, one of them, Amymone, threw a javelin at a deer 
and hit a sleeping satyr. He, startled awake, desired to have sex with 
her. The satyr fled when Poseidon showed up, and Amymone slept with 
Poseidon, who showed her the springs in Lerna. 
The sons of Aigyptos came to Argos and called upon Danaos to put 
aside his hatred and asked to marry his daughters. Danaos both 
disbelieved their assurances and bore a grudge about his exile, but he 
agreed to the marriages and apportioned out his daughters. They chose 
the oldest, Hypermnestra, for Lynceus and Gorgophone for Proteus, for 
these two were Aigyptus’ sons by his wife, Queen Argyphia. As for the 
rest, Bousiris, Encelados, Lycos and Diaphron chose lots and got 
Danaos’ daughters by Europe, namely Automate, Amymone, Agaue, 
and Scaia. Those four had been born to Danaos by a queen, but 
Gorgophone and Hypermnestra were his daughters by Elephantis. Istros 
got Hippodameia. Chalcodon got Rhodia. Agenor got Cleopatra. 
Chaitos got Asteria. Diocorystes got Hippothoe. Alces got Glauce. 
Alcmenor got Hippomedousa. Hippothoos got Gorge. Euchenor got 
Iphimedousa. Hippolytos got Rhode. These last ten were Aigyptos’ 
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sons by an Arabian woman, and the girls were Danaos’ daughters by 
Hamadryad nymphs, some by Atalanteia, some by Phoibe. Agatolemos 
got Peirene. Cercetes got Dorion. Eurydamas got Phartis. Aigios got 
Mnestra. Argios got Euippe. Archelaos got Anaxibia. Menemachos got 
Nelo. These seven were Aigyptos’ sons by a Phoenician woman, and 
the girls were Danaos’ daughters by an Ethiopian woman. 
 Aigyptos’ sons by Tyria got Danaos’ daughters by Memphis. 
They did not draw lots, but the matches were made because they had 
similar names. Cleitos got Cleite. Sthenelos got Stenele. Chrysippos got 
Chrysippe. Aigyptos’ twelve sons by the Naiad nymph Caliadne drew 
lots for Danaos’ daughters by the Naiad nymph Polyxo. So Eurylochos, 
Phantes, Peristhenes, Hermos, Dryas, Potamon, Cisseus, Lixos, Imbros, 
Bromios, Polyctor, and Chthonios got Autonoe, Theano, Electra, 
Cleopatra, Eurydice, Glaucippe, Antheleia, Cleodora, Euippe, Erato, 
Stygne, and Bryce. Aigyptos’ sons by Gorgo drew lots for Danos’ 
daughters by Pieria. Periphas got Actaia. Oineus got Podarce. Aigyptos 
got Dioxippe. Menalces got Adite. Lampos got Ocypete. Idmon got 
Pylarge. The following are the youngest of the sons. Idas got 
Hippodice, Diaphron got Adiante (herse was the mother of these last 
two girls), Pandion got Callidice, Arbelos got Oime, Hyperbios got 
Celaino, and Hippocorystes got Hyperippe. These were the sons of 
Aigyptos by Hephaistine and the daughters of Danos by Crino. 
When they had gotten their assigned marriages, Danaos threw a feast 
and gave daggers to his daughters. They killed their grooms while they 
slept, all except Hypermnestra, who spare Lynceus because he had not 
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taken her virginity. On this account Danaos locked her up and set a 
guard over her. The rest of Danaos’ daughters buried the heads of their 
grooms in Lerna and buried their bodies in front of the city. At Zeus’ 
command Athena and Hermes purified the daughters. Later, Danaos 
reunited Hypermenstra with Lynceus and gave the rest of his daughters 




The Roman author, Hyginus, also provides a similar but shorter outline of what 
supposedly occurs in the myth.  
    
168 Danaus 
Danaus the son of Belus had fifty daughters by several wives. His 
brother Aegyptus had just as many sons, and he wanted to kill his 
brother Danaus and his daughters so that he alone would possess his 
father’s kingdom. He demanded that his brother provide wives for his 
sons. When Danaus realised what was going on, he fled from Africa to 
Argos with the help of Minerva, who, they say, built the first two-
prowed ship so that Danaus could escape. When Aegyptus found out 
Danaus had escaped, he sent his sons to pursue his brother and ordered 
them either to kill him or not to return home. After they reached Argos, 
they began a siege against their uncle. When Danaus saw he could not 
hold them off, he promised them his daughters as wives if they ceased 
their attack. They took the cousins they asked for as wives, but the 
women following their father’s orders killed them after they got 
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married. Hypermestra was the only one to save her husband, Lynceus. 
They say that the rest of them, because of their crime, pour water into a 




The mythographer also focused on the story of Amymone and provides a list detailing 
which daughter killed which husband, although the text is corrupt in places and 
provides different partnerships to those in Apollodorus. 
169 Amymone  
While Amymone daughter of Danaus was intensely tracking her prey in 
the forest, she hit a Satyr with her spear. The Satyr wanted to rape her. 
She prayed to Neptune for help. When Neptune arrived, he drove the 
Satyr away and slept with Amymone himself. From the union Nauplius 
was born. At the spot where all of this took place, it is said that Neptune 
struck the earth with is trident and water flowed out from there. The 
spring is called Lernaean, and the river Amymonian. 
 
169a Amymone  
 Amymone daughter of Danaus was sent by her father to find some 
water that he needed to perform a sacrifice. While she was looking for 
some, she fell asleep out of exhaustion. A Satyr wanted to rape her; she 
prayed to Neptune for help. When Neptune threw his trident at the 
Satyr, it planted itself in a rock, and he drove the Satyr off. When he 
asked the girl what she was doing all by herself in the middle of 
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nowhere, she said that her father had sent her out to look for some 
water. Neptune slept with her, and in return for this he helped her out. 
He told her to remove the trident from the rock, and when she did, three 
waterspouts followed. This spring is called the Amymonious after her 
name, and from their union Nauplius was born. This spring was later 
called Lernean. 
 
170 Which Daughter of Danaus Killed Which Husband 
Midea killed Antimachus. Philomela killed Panthius. Scylla killed 
Proteus. Amphicomone killed Plexippus. Evippe killed Agenor. 
Demodice killed Chrysippus. Hyale killed Perius. Trite killed 
Enceladus. Damone killed Amyntor. Hippothoe killed Obrimus. 
Myrmidone killed Mineus. Eurydice killed Canthus. Cleo killed 
Asterius. Arcadia killed Xanthus. Cleopatra killed Metacles. Phila 
killed Philinus. Hipparete killed Protheon. Chrysothemis killed 
Asterides. Pyrante killed Athamas. <unintelligible> killed 
<unintelligible>. Glaucippe killed Niavius. Demophile killed 
Pamphilus. Autodice killed Clytus. Polyxena killed Aegyptus. Hecabe 
killed Dryas. Achamantis killed Ecnominus. Arsalte exiled Ephialtes. 
Monuste killed Eurysthenes. Amymone killed Midamus. Helice killed 
Evideas. Oeme killed Polydector. Polybe killed Iltonomus. Helicta 
killed Cassus. Electra killed Hyperantus. Eubule killed Demarchus. 
Daplidice killed Pugnon. Hero killed Andromachus. Europome killed 
Athletes. Pyrantis killed Plexippus. Critomedia killed Antipapus. Pirene 
killed Dolichus. Eupheme killed Hyperbius. Themistagora killed 
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Podasimus. Celaeno killed Aristonos. Itea killed Antiochus. Erato killed 
Eudaemon. 
Hypermestra saved Lynceus. When Danaus died, Abas was the first one 
to inform Lynceus of this. As Lynceus looked around the temple to see 
where there was something he could give to Abas as a reward, he 
happened to catch sight of the shield that Danaus had carried in his 
youth and later dedicated it to Juno. He took it off the peg and gave it to 
Abas, and he established the games called the Shield in Argos, which 
are held every four years. At these games, runners are not given a 
crown but a shield instead. As for Danaus’ daughters, after their father’s 





The myth was also retold within poetry from the Greco-Roman world. The Greek lyric 
poet, Pindar chose to provide a version of the Danaids story as the focus of one of his 
Pythian Odes. Within this 125-line poem poem he mentions the women but not the 
deeds that they committed. 
 
How Danaus long ago achieved in Argos 
For eight and forty daughters, 
Before the noon of day, the speediest of marriage. 
For he set all the gathered company 
There at the finish of the race-course, and proclaimed 
That all the heroes who were come 
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To be his daughter’s suitors, must decide 
By trial of their speed of foot, which maid 




This is interesting both because Pythian 9 was written for a North African Greek, 
Telesicrates of Cyrene, and also because its date is 474 BC, now known to have 
predated Aeschylus’ Danaid tetralogy.  
 The Roman poet, Ovid, who was well versed in Greek tragedy, chose in his 
Heroides to use Hypermnestra’s voice, in the form of a letter to Lynceus, to retell how 
the murders occurred and to inform him of her situation. 
 
Hypermnestra sends this letter to the surviving 
single son of King Aegyptus’s fifty. 
All your brothers now lie dead, the bloody victims  
of their forty – nine new brides who are my sisters.  
I am held in chains in close confinement here 
in the palace, where I am punished for being faithful. 
My hand refused to drive the dagger into your throat  
and for that reason I am adjudged guilty.  
Had I dared to do the wicked deed, I would have been praised. 
But what kind of choice was that? To please my father 
or to be, as I am now, charged with the crime of treason?  
I feel no regret at not having shed your blood. 
My father may use our wedding torches in order to burn me  
                                                          
286
 Pindar Pythian 9.113-118. Trans. by Conway (1998). 
 148 
 
for not breaking the oaths we swore to each other.  
Or he may cut my throat with the blade I’d been told to use 
on yours so that my death can pay him back, 
but there is no way in which he can get me to say the words, 
“I repent,” for that, too, would betray  
our oaths. The ones who should feel guilt are my father, Danaus, 
and my forty – nine cruel sisters I could not join 
in their wicked deeds that still horrify and amaze me 
  as I remember that night profaned with gore 
  and the way in which my hand was paralyzed as if 
  it had been chained as I am fettered now. 
The woman you suppose plotted against your life 
fears even to write of those murders others 
committed but she could not and would not. Still I shall try  
to tell you how it was. Twilight had settled 
upon the earth as day gave way to the oncoming night. 
We daughters of Inachus’s line are led 
into the house of your forebear Pelasgus, King of Argos, 
and your father, King Aegyptus, receives us himself.  
All around there are golden torcheres blazing with light 
as incense is scattered onto the altar fires. 
The courtiers cry, “Hymen, Hymenaeus!” but the god 
refuses to listen. Even Juno declines  
to appear in her chosen city. After the nuptial feast, 
fuddled with wine, your brothers, decked with flowers, 
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and with cries of congratulation to one another, enter 
those bridal chambers that will be their tombs  
and lay themselves down on couches that soon will be  
their biers. 
Heavy with food and wine, they lie in a deep  
slumber that has settled upon all Argos, free 
from any thought of care. But all around me  
I hear the repeated cries of dying men that are muffled 
but clear enough in their meaning. What I had feared  
was true, and my blood ran cold, and I trembled there on the couch 
as grain in the fields trembles when gentle Zephyr  
passes over, or poplar leaves in the winter shake 
from winds that come howling through them. 
You were still fast asleep in the grip of the wine you had drunk 
at dinner. 
I thought, of course, of my father’s violent order 
and tried to banish my fear. I got up and clutched the dagger 
and –I tell you truly- raised its blade above you 
and brought it down to your tender throat three times, but then 
each time my love and my fear combined to prevent  
the cruel stroke. My hand would not obey my father. 
I ripped my nightdress, tore at my hair, and muttered  
such words as these: “Your father is cruel. Perform the deed! 
Let your husband go to join his brothers. 
You are a woman, you ng and gentle. Your soft hands 
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are ill suited to weapons. But there he is, 
and your brave sisters have led the way. They have all killed 
their bridegrooms, and you can find it within yourself 
to do as they have done. And yet if this hand could murder 
it would be stained with the blood of its own mistress. 
Assume that Aegyptus’ sons have all deserved to die 
For trying to seize their Uncle Danaus’ lands, 
why should that involve me? Why should I bear the guilt? 
What has a girl to do with the weapons of war? 
These hands are better suited to spinning and weaving.” 
These were my thoughts upon which followed tears 
that fell upon your body. You stirred and reached out to me 
from sleep for my embrace. Your groping hand 
 just missed the blade in my hand. And then I was afraid 
for you, and the coming of dawn and my father’ guards. 
I roused you with these urgent words, “Lynceus, wake! 
You are the only brother left alive. 
Unless you make haste, this night will last forever for you!” 
Fully awake, and you saw that I had a weapon 
 and asked what it was for and why I had it. My answer 
was only that you should flee at once while you could  
in the dark of night. “Hurry and I shall remain behind.” 
First thing that morning my father counted 
the bodies of his slain sons- in – law, but the tally 
was incomplete because yours wasn’t there. 
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Angry, he complained that too little blood had been shed. 
I was seized by the hair and dragged off here  
to the dungeon in which I languish, my reward for love and duty…287 
 
…But why do I speak of these long –ago events? 
I have in my own time a plenitude of laments: 
my father and uncle are waging war, 
one against the other. We are driven out of our homes 
and wander to the ends of the earth as exiles. 
Of all those brothers, only one is still alive,  
and I weep for the victims  and those who did the deed, 
for my sisters as well as my late brothers – in –law. And I, 
because you are not dead, am kept in a dungeon, 
condemned for an act that merits only praise. I am  
the relict of a hundred of whom you and I  
are all that remain. But Lynceus, if you care at all for me 
and are worthy of the gift I gave you , come 
and save me – or at the least come when I am dead 
and lay my corpse in secret on the pyre.  
Then bury my bones moistened with whatever tears 
they prompt in you. And let my epitaph be: 
“Exiled Hypermnestra paid for her wifely behavior 
the unjust price of the death she refused to inflict.” 
I would write more, but the chains impede my hand, 
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It is a great shame that we cannot use this emotive and vivid narrative to flesh out the 
details of Aeschylus’ lost Danaid plays, because it offers several exciting possibilities. 
 Horace, another Roman poet, also used the story of the Danaids within one of 
his odes, but this time to serve as a warning. 
 
11A lesson for Lyde 
Mercury (for, thanks to your teaching, Amphion learned how to move 
blocks of stone by his song), and you, tortoise-shell, who resonate 
cleverly to seven strings, there was a time when you had no voice and 
gave no pleasure; now you are welcome at the tables of the rich and the 
temples of the gods. So come, sing a song to catch Lyde’s obstinate ear. 
Like a three-year-old filly which frisks and prances in the wide 
meadows, she shies away from being touched, knows nothing about 
marriage, and is not yet ripe for an ardent mate. 
 You have the power to lead tigers and forest trees in your train, 
and to check swift-flowing streams; Cerberus, grim guardian of the vast 
hall, surrendered to your charms, even though his head, like the Furies’, 
is armed with a hundred snakes, and stinking breath and gore issue from 
his three muzzles each with its tongue. Why even Ixion and Tityus, in 
spite of themselves, had smiles on their faces; and their pitchers stood 
dry for a little while as you soothed the daughters of Danaus with 
delightful music. 
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 Let Lyde hear about the virgins’ crime and their well-known 
punishment: the urn that was never full because the water leaked away 
right at the bottom, and the fate which, however delayed, lies in wait for 
sin even in the depths of Orcus. Those unholy ones (yes, unholy, for 
what more heinous crime could they have committed?) had the heart to 
murder their bridegrooms with cold steel. The only one of their number 
worthy of the marriage torch was magnificently deceitful towards her 
scheming father, a girl who won everlasting fame. 
 “Get up!” she said to her young husband, “Get up! before you 
are put to sleep for a long time by one whom you don’t suspect. Don’t 
let my father and my wicked sisters catch you; for like lionesses that 
have pounced on young bull calves, each (how dreadful!) is 
slaughtering her own victim. I am more soft-hearted than the others; I 
shall not strike you down or keep you under lock and key. As for me, 
my father can, if he wants to, load me down with cruel chains for 
sparing my poor husband out of pity; he can put me on a boat and 
banish me to the farthest regions of Numidia. Go now wherever your 
legs and the wind may carry you, while Night and Venus are on your 
side. Go and good luck to you! And carve on my tomb a sad epitaph in 
my memory.”289  
 
Both Roman poets are determined to emphasize the duty of the non-treacherous 
Danaid, Hypermnestra (the girl referred to in Prometheus Bound as the one who chose 
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‘to be called a coward rather than an unclean murderer’),290 rather than outlining what 
occurred previously. 
 All the accounts disagree on a number of details, but my own inferences, which 
are in line with those of Garvie, concur with the majority in identifying four integral 




1. The myth originates with two brothers who descendants of Io. One man, Danaus, has 
fifty daughters and the other, Aegyptus, has fifty sons.
292
 
2. The brothers argue over who holds power over their land. 
3. The fifty sons are to marry their cousins, the fifty daughters. Danaus commands that 
the girls kill their husbands on their wedding night.  
4. All the daughters obey their father, apart from one, Hypermnestra, who spares her 
husband, Lynceus.  
There is also a strong argument, which can be supported from the various accounts, 
that the location of the brothers’ quarrel is Egypt,293 and it is from Egypt that Danaus 
and his daughters take flight to Argos.
294
 How the marriage comes about was retold 
many ways. Hyginus states that Aegyptus intended to kill both his brother and his 
nieces in order to have sole rule of the kingdom and asked for the girls to marry his 
sons. Danaus fled but was found by Aegyptus’ sons in Argos. Danaus appeared to 
have a change of heart and offered his daughters in exchange for a cessation in the 
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fighting. Apollodorus contradicts this story by saying Aegyptus’ sons were the ones 
who pleaded with Danaus to allow them to marry his daughters on discovering him in 
Argos. There are also several variants of the reason why Danaus is against his 
daughters marrying Aegyptus’ sons. In classical Athens, unlike contemporary opinion 
and law today, two cousins marrying each other was not a matter of contention and it 
is therefore unlikely that this would have been a cause for his objection. Both 
Apollodorus and Hyginus imply that Danaus knew that his brother was up to no good 
and that Aegyptus’ plan to have the cousins marry would allow him and his sons to 
gain control of the kingdom. This would be something that Danaus would try to avoid 
at all costs. According to Garvie, another justification for Danaus’ avoidance of the 
marriage was an oracle which appears in other accounts of the story.  Garvie stresses 
versions of the story that are found in scholiasts’ notes, according to which Danaus is 
told by an oracle that he will be killed by one of Aegyptus’ sons or perhaps by a son-
in-law.
295
 This could also be a reason why he fled from Egypt and why, when he was 
caught, he plotted for his daughters to murder their husbands.  
 As mentioned earlier, the majority of accounts agree that one daughter did not 
murder her husband. Again, various reasons are given. Apollodorus and Horace
296
 
imply that Hypermnestra disobeyed her father’s command because Lynceus was 
respectful of her on their wedding night and did not remove her virginity or take 
advantage of her, whereas the prophecy in Prometheus Bound suggests that she had 
grown fond of her husband.
297
 Ovid seems to be the only one to suggest that it was 
because she was too scared and too virtuous to carry out the act, an account expressed 
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 The conclusion of the myth again varies. The scholiast to Euripides’ Hecuba 
(886) claims that the girls were all killed by Lynceus, who escaped death, after they 
committed the murders. In Pausanius’ Description of Greece, there is a reference to 
Hypermnestra being put on trial by Danaus, but eventually acquitted by the Argives:  
 
They say of the wooden idols of Aphrodite and Hermes that one of 
them was carved by Epeios and the other dedicated by Hypermnestra. 
She was the only daughter of Danaos to ignore his orders: and he 
brought her to trial for putting him in danger by letting Lynkeus live 
and by making the disgrace of the crime worse for her sisters and 
himself as its contriver by not joining in it. When she was tried in Argos 




Just like Apollodorus, Pausanias also reports a version of the myth in which the 
Danaids buried the heads of their victims.  
On the left of the road as you go into the acropolis you find yet another 
memorial of the sons of Aigyptos; the heads are here without the 
bodies, other remains are in Lerne where the young fellows were 
murdered; the women chopped off the heads as they lay dead to show 
their father a proof of the crime.
 300
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Pausanias assumes that Danaus then allows Hypermnestra and Lynceus to marry, 
while the rest of the girls are given to the victors of a contest. Pausanius seems to 
know a similar version to Pindar,
301
 for he says that Danaus realized it would be 
difficult to obtain suitors for his daughters since they were polluted murderesses, and 
would therefore give his daughters away as prizes in a running race.  
 
I imagine Ikarios got the idea of a race from Danaos, who did the same 
thing for his daughters. No one would marry them because they were 
criminals, so he announced he would give them away without a bride-
price to anyone who thought they were beautiful; some men did turn up 
though not many, so he held a race for them, and the first home had first 
choice and the second home had second choice and so on down to the 





Hyginus gives two accounts of what took place once the deeds were discovered. First, 
he states that the girls went on after Danaus’ death to marry Argive men. But 
interestingly, he also insinuates that the girls were eventually punished when they 
reached the Underworld, by being forced to carry water in leaky jars. This version of 
the story is supported by Ovid in The Metamorphoses where he states that the girls 
who plotted the destruction of their cousins were doomed incessantly to fetch the 
water that they had lost.
303
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 The punishment of the Danaids in Hades seems to be the part of the myth that 
has survived most prominently across time, particularly through visual art. Pausanias 
described a wall-painting of Hades by Polygnotus which was located at Delphi.
304
 
Among other well-known characters who inhabited the Underworld, in this painting 
there appeared two women who were carrying perforated vessels. According to 
Papadopoulou, this could have been the first visual artwork to have included this 
version of the conclusion of the Danaid story.
305
 This scene also has appeared on a 




Fig.1 Red-Figure Hydria in the British Museum. Attributed to The Danaid Painter 
(340BC - 320BC circa) depicting Danaids filling water jars. 
307
 
The Romans clearly had a fascination with the Danaids, for representations of them 
could be viewed in the Temple of Palatine Apollo in the Portico of the Danaids, which 
was constructed by Octavian between 36 and 28 B.C. Here, it is claimed that there 
would have been 50 statutes of the girls lining the wall. Although the statues are badly 
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damaged, it seems, that they were carrying something above their heads, probably the 
leaky jars or vases that they were destined to use.
308
  In addition to this central piece of 
architecture in Rome, there was a fresco from the late first century BC that was located 
in a building on the Esquiline. Now housed in the Vatican Museum, it depicts the 
Underworld of Homer’s Odyssey and clearly labels the women carrying water as 
‘Danaids’.309 Although, as we shall see, this scene has not been prominent in the 
performative receptions of the story in modernity, it has fascinated visual artists. The 
interest in this particular moment from Hyginus’ version of the myth continued with a 
resurgence in the early 20th century with the English painter, John William 
Waterhouse, and the American artist, John Singer Sargent, both choosing to portray a 
number of Danaids struggling to fill a large leaking pot.
310
 While Papadopoulou 
acknowledges that the references to this image of the Danaids appear long after 
Aeschylus’ staging, she ponders whether in fact these depictions do not represent the 




5. The Internal Traditions of the Texts of the Danaid Plays 
All these details from the surviving ancient accounts give us a fragmented view of 
what action may have taken place during the trilogy. But using these versions of the 
story can be problematic when trying to ascertain the plots of the three tragedies. The 
accounts we have been considering were composed for new and different audiences 
and consumers, and therefore may significantly differ from Aeschylus’ version. 
Despite this, there does seem to be a similar structure of events, so educated 
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suggestions could be made. Other evidence that could assist with the ordering and 
developing the plots of the tragedies comes from the one surviving play from the 
trilogy, Suppliants. Looking at the action that takes place in this play might potentially 
indicate what may have happened in the lost plays Egyptians and Danaids. A 
summary of the action that takes place in the play is necessary at this point to keep my 
argument clear. 
  Suppliants opens with the arrival of Danaus’ daughters, referred to as the 
‘Danaids’, on the coast of the eastern Peloponnese near Argos, where they encounter a 
sacred mound which has an altar and images of the city gods.
312
 The Danaids are the 
chorus and they enter with an olive branch each, the emblem of supplication.
313
 They 
pray to the gods of Argos to greet them kindly and to drown Aegyptus’ sons who are 
pursuing them, prayers which echo the action in other versions of the myth. 
314
 The 
girls affirm their Argive descent in a choral ode by referencing Io,
315
 reflecting the 
prophecy also told in Prometheus Bound (which is however likely to be a later play). 
In an interesting move, the girls appear to blackmail Zeus. They call upon him to save 
them from marriage and claim that if he does not assist, they will kill themselves in 
order to dishonour him, for they are also his descendants.
316
 After they sing about their 
plight, their father, Danaus, enters and claims that he sees someone approaching. He 
tells the girls to gather near the altar, as a place of sanctuary.
317
 The king of Argos, 
Pelasgus, enters and questions the group.
318
 They recount their story, emphasising that 
they are Argives and descendants of Io, but also describe their proposed marriage to 
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Aegyptus’ sons as slavery.319 They plead for his protection. Pelasgus realises that this 
would cause a war between Argos and Aegyptus but if he does not offer assistance and 
the Danaids’ cause is a just one, he may offend Zeus, the patron of Suppliants.320 It is a 
very difficult decision to make. Pelasgus asks whether the girls would be able to argue 
the case back at home, but they explain that under Egyptian law they would have no 
rights to refuse the marriage.
321
 In a final attempt to persuade the king, the Danaids 
threaten to kill themselves at the altar, polluting the shrine with death and suicide.
322
 
Pelasgus, realising there is no way out of this dilemma, suggests that Danaus and 




  While their father and Pelasgus are absent, the girls make more pleas to Zeus 
and talk again of their ancestress, Io.
324
 On his return, Danaus declares that Pelasgus 
has persuaded the Argives to grant the family protection and asylum as resident aliens 
so that no one (resident or alien) can attack them. The punishment for anyone who 
does not help the family will be exile.
325
 The Danaids sing a song to bless the Argives, 




 The next part of the text is slightly corrupt, but we can ascertain that the 
Danaids are singing of their apprehension, as their father runs off to get help, followed 
by the entrance of the Egyptians.
327
 The barbarians threaten to drag the girls to the 
ship, but soon Pelasgus enters and warns off the Egyptians by stating that the Danaids 
                                                          
319
 Suppliants 367 – 420. 
320
 Suppliants 452-475. 
321
 Suppliants 483-495. 
322
 Suppliants 535-564 & 606-7. 
323
 Suppliants 610-660. 
324
 Suppliants 686 -790. 
325
 Suppliants 815 -839. 
326
 Suppliants 855-960. 
327
 Suppliants 1010-1130. 
 162 
 
are only able to be taken with their own consent and at the moment they have the 
protection of Argos.
328
 The herald of the Egyptians claims that this act is a declaration 
of war and leaves. 
329
 Pelasgus invites the girls to come into the city and identify a 
residence but they choose to wait for their father, who arrives after Pelasgus leaves. 
Danaus returns with his own personal guards, who have been appointed to him by the 
city, which may suggest that he is beginning to show the early signs of aspiring to a 
tyranny.
330
 He asks the girls to thank the gods and the city but to be cautious as they 
enter the city, for he worries what may happen to young girls in a strange land. The 
Danaids reassure him that they will be careful.
331
 On preparing to depart they sing in 
honour of Argos and its gods, but appear to shun Aphrodite. They exit with another 




 It is my thinking that not much action occurs in Suppliants when we compare it 
with other versions of the myth. Müller shared this thought, claiming that there was 
very little in terms of dramatic interest within the play.
333
 The play appears to be 
explaining why the Danaids find themselves in Argos, although not going into how the 
marriage proposals came about. It contains a lack of great revelations or surprises. 
There appears to be no moment of peripeteia or anagnorisis, which one would expect 
from Aeschylus when bearing his other works, such as the individual tragedies 
comprising the Oresteia, in mind. The arrival of the Egyptians would be considered a 
surprise if it had not already been outlined at the beginning of the play that the 
brothers were in pursuit of the girls and their father.  
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 If we apply Gruppe’s theory concerning the structure of Aeschylean trilogies to 
the information given in Suppliants, this play would most likely be the first of the 
three tragedies. This view is also held by many scholars including Lloyd-Jones, Foley, 
Johansen and Whittle.
334
 No deed takes place, nor does any major judgement or 
resolution occur that brings the story to a neat end, which on Gruppe’s argument 
would rule Suppliants out as the middle or last production. In fact, the end of 
Suppliants appears to prepare the audience for more action, since war is threatened. 
But this ordering of the plays does not seem to me to fit. Gruppe believed that the first 
production would set up the events for the following plays, which in some way 
Suppliants does; but another part of Gruppe’s theory suggests that the first play needs 
also to provide a motive. One could say the motive for the forthcoming events would 
be revenge for their forced marriages which is evident in the girls’ pleas for help, but it 
does raise some difficult questions. For example, why are they so against marrying 
their cousins? It is also not discussed extensively in the extant text why their father, 
Danaus, has not stepped in to stop the marriage or why it was originally proposed. 
  I think that the motive would need to be much more clearly and emphatically 
stated or explained. In my view, it is only briefly discussed at the beginning of the 
play, which implies that the audience must have been given prior knowledge of the 
situation, presumably from the action in a preceding tragedy. I appreciate, of course, 
that some academics could argue that this myth may have been well known to 
Aeschylus’ intended audience and therefore in-depth discussion and background 
would not be necessary. But Sommerstein shares my opinion that certain references 
may have been discussed in a preceding play. He suggests that the mention of 
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Egyptian law in Suppliants
335
 indicates that there must have been a prior play, which 
may have explained why the marriages were able to go ahead.
336
 This kind of forced 
marriage would be alien to an Athenian audience, for in their culture a free woman 
would not be able to be taken in marriage without her father’s consent if he was still 
alive and of sound mind.
337
 
 The rest of our knowledge of the trilogy comes from a few fragments. Not 
much is known concerning one of the lost tragedies in the tetralogy, Egyptians, for 
only a single word exists, ‘Ζαγρεύς’.338 However, the title of the play suggests that 
Egyptians may have been set in Egypt or that the chorus were Egyptians. This would 
be in the line with other Aeschylean plays such as Persians, but remains pure 
conjecture. In his introduction to Aeschylus’ Suppliants, Burian is one of those who 
takes the view that Egyptians was placed as the second tragedy. He continues by 
asserting that Suppliants would come first, preparing the way for the second tragedy, 
which would then deal with the battle of the Egyptians against the Argives or the 
consequences of the battle. His view is that the end of this play could feature the 
bridegrooms claiming their brides, which would lead into the final play, Danaids.
339
 
On the other hand, as we have seen, Sommerstein has a different view of the order of 
the plays in the trilogy and also of the plot of Egyptians. As discussed above, he sees 
indications in Suppliants that would suggest a play preceded it and therefore locates 
Egyptians as the first in the trilogy.  
 By comparing the various versions of the myth and evidence from Suppliants, 
Sommerstein offers this possible plot line, which I paraphrase as follows: Danaus, the 
father of the Danaids, rules Egypt but is concerned that he has no male heir. He and 
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the chorus of Egyptians -perhaps nobles or advisors - are anxious about the future. 
Aegyptus comes to Danaus with the proposal that their children marry in order to keep 
the rule of the kingdom within the family. Danaus, however, has been told by an 
oracle that he would be murdered by the bedfellow of his daughter and, therefore, 
refuses Aegyptus’ offer. Aegyptus invokes the Egyptian law (mentioned in The 
Suppliants), meaning that the girls’ closest male relative - himself -has the right to 
give them away in marriage without their father’s consent, but Aegyptus, perhaps still 
meeting resistance, then declares war on Danaus. 
340
 
 Sommerstein speculates that this declaration of war would be met with 
enthusiastic approval from the chorus,
341
 although I see a lack of basis for this. In my 
view, if this is an accurate outline of the plot, the chorus would have been present 
during Danaus’ acknowledgement of what the oracle foretold. They would also have 
seen Aegyptus’ desire to gain control of the kingdom. I think it would be made quite 
clear to the audience and chorus that, if the proposal took place, it would give 
Aegyptus and his sons control of the kingdom once the marriages had occurred.  By 
invoking the law against his brother, this could have been seen as underhand. For these 
reasons, I doubt the chorus would be enthusiastic for a war; they would, rather, be 
apprehensive. The only way I can see for the chorus to be supportive of Aegyptus is if 
Danaus displayed tyrannical qualities and they, therefore, saw Aegyptus as a saviour 
figure. On the other hand, it may have been that Aeschylus was trying to create the 
Egyptian environment and setting in a way which made it seem exotic and alien to the 
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 Sommerstein’s hypothetical plot of Egyptians, therefore, places Suppliants as 
the second play in the trilogy. He is supported in this by Del Grande.
343
 My opinion is 
that it provides a stronger reason for why the Danaids and their father have run away 
from Egypt as well as explaining why Danaus has not been able to stop the marriages 
from going ahead. The motive for the deed that supposedly will take place later on in 
the trilogy is also strengthened by the involvement of the oracle section of the story. 
Sommerstein’s version of Egyptians also changes how Suppliants is perceived. As a 
stand-alone play, the plot of Suppliants would potentially evoke sympathy for the 
Danaids and their father. They come across as desperate for assistance and clearly 
upset about an arrangement they may not escape. However, if Suppliants is viewed 
with knowledge of the preceding play, the girls and their father come across as 
deceptive and manipulative characters. The girls, in my view, reject the proposal of 
marriage to Aegyptus’ sons so vehemently in Suppliants that they must be blatantly 
aware of some specific ramification or outcome.  If the daughters know of their 
father’s fate, then out of daughterly duty and love for him, they may have agreed at 
some point in the previous play to protect him at all costs.  Perhaps he has thoroughly 
deceived his daughters by neglecting to tell them of his fated demise and instead 
offered a motive so persuasive that, blinded by love for him, they do not question his 
version of circumstances and, therefore, are convinced that the marriage cannot go 
ahead.  
 The reason for their refusal has been greatly debated in the world of 
scholarship, with many different academics offering rival interpretations. 
Wilamowitz,
344
 for example, speculated that the girls acted out of an innate hostility 
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towards men, to which reference is made in Suppliants,
345
 whereas Thomson saw their 
disgust towards marriage as representing the principle of the anthropological category 
of endogamy over exogamy.
346
 Some scholars claim that their reluctance to marry was 
illustrating an Athenian everyday reality. The Danaids’ misgivings on their proposed 
marriages, according to Seaford and Bakewell, may be comparable to the attitudes of 
Athenian brides and young women in general.
347
 It is highlighting their anxieties 
concerning separation from their natal home and fear of being subject to violent male 
sexuality - represented by Aegyptus’ sons - but overall appears, with the extremism 
characteristic of myth, as an exotic scenario in the plays. Seaford asserts that the 
Danaids and real-life women have much in common.
348
  
 Of course, we cannot be sure of the motive of the girls and how much 
knowledge their father has shared with them, but it is certainly worth bearing in mind 
how this would impact the rest of the action in the trilogy. If we view the trilogy as 
commencing with either Egyptians followed by Suppliants, or vice versa, Danaids 
would therefore still have been the final play. This is commonly agreed in scholarship. 
Again, very little is known concerning what action may have taken place, but two 
surviving fragments of this tragedy provide us with some crucial clues.
349
 
 The first fragment attributed to Danaids was quoted in the scholion on Pindar, 
Pythian 3.27. Sommerstein and Garvie acknowledge that it must have been corrupted 
and is therefore misleading,
350
 but it does seem to fit with the themes of the trilogy 
(TgrF 43): 
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And then will come the brilliant light of the sun, and I will 
graciously awake the bridal couples, enchanting them with 




Sommerstein places this fragment at the beginning of the tragedy. He asserts that it 
would have been spoken, perhaps in a prologue, by someone unaware of the plot to 
murder the sons of Aegyptus. A song would have been sung as the bridal couples 
awoke. This is in line with a custom, outlined by Theocritus in one of his Idylls,
352
 
where a group would gather outside the bridal chamber the morning after a wedding to 
wake the couple with a waking song, the hymenaion. Although many scholars share 
Sommerstein’s view, there is some opposition. Garvie points out that it could also be 
attributed to Danaus, who could be making an ironic comment on the action.
353
 Wolff 
and Focke have different views on where in the play the fragment should be placed. 
Wolff chose, perversely, to believe that a prologue did not take place in Danaids, since 
Aeschylus would have followed an invariable pattern in his plays and the surviving 
example from this tragic trilogy, Suppliants, did not feature one.
354
  Johansen and 
Whittle offer two potential locations. In line with Sommerstein’s assertion, the two 
scholars acknowledge that it is quite possible the fragment is from the opening scene 
of Danaids, however, at the same time, they also claim an argument could be made for 
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the line to have been delivered by a divinity at the end of the production.
355
  I tend to 
agree with Sommerstein’s placement and attribution, since the fragment indicates that 
the singing has yet to take place. The character is clearly unaware of events that have 
occurred during the night, and the corpses have yet to be discovered. In the absence of 
any other evidence to shed more light on the context of this line, it is the most 
educated suggestion and fits best with the other versions of the story. 
 The second fragment linked to Danaids is viewed by academics as much more 





The holy Heaven passionately desires to penetrate the 
Earth, and passionate desire takes hold of Earth for union 
with Heaven. Rain falls from the brimming fountains of 
Heaven and makes Earth conceive, and she brings forth 
for mortals grazing for their flocks, cereals to sustain their 
life, and the fruit of trees: by the wedlock of the rain she 
comes to her fulfilment. Of this, I am in part the cause.  
 
This fragment, quoted in Athenaeus’ Deipnosophistae 13.600b, attributes the speech 
to Aphrodite who, it could be inferred, must have been one of the characters in the 
fragmentary play. But Athenaeus does not specify where the dialogue is placed in the 
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action. If it is indeed the goddess who speaks this line, it appears to re-affirm her 
power after the Danaids neglect to praise her in one of the previous plays, Suppliants. 
Garvie argues that the meaning of Aphrodite’s dialogue is very apparent: she is 
emphasising the link between love and the rejuvenation of nature.
356
 In a similar vein, 
Sommerstein sees it as ‘affirmation by the goddess herself of the universality of her 
power, which the Danaids had sought to reject’.357 But where in the play is this 
fragment located? Many scholars, such as Burian, Johansen and Whittle,
358
  believe 
that there would have been a key moment where a trial would have taken place in this 
final instalment of the trilogy, rather than an action following the reception of the 
myth made popular by Ovid and Horace, a reception which favoured the eternal 
punishment of the girls. This would echo the legalistic action in the third tragedy, 
Eumenides, of the only extant trilogy of Aeschylus, The Oresteia.  
 Rehm emphasised the closeness of the link between the tragic trilogies, the 
Oresteia and Danaids. He views the Oresteia as Aeschylus’ opportunity to develop 
and further the themes and ideas that were dealt with in the tragic story of the Danaids, 
performed approximately five years earlier.
359
 When we put both trilogies next to one 
and another, a number of similarities do emerge. Both showcase females killing their 
husbands and the aftermath - in the case of the Oresteia, focusing on Clytemnestra’s 
plot and execution of the murder of Agamemnon. Aeschylus balances this with 
highlighting the repercussions of male violent behaviour and the human desire for 
vengeance. He also stages the recommendation that the polis should be prepared to be 
accountable for its decisions when it comes to providing foreigners with asylum or 
hospitality. Rehm argues, on the analogy of Eumenides, that a trial would have taken 
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place to bring the Danaids trilogy to a dramatic close.
360
 Eumenides features the trial 
of Orestes for the murder of his mother, Clytemnestra. In this scene, we see the 
intervention of two gods. Athena calls for the trial to take place; Apollo acts as counsel 
for Orestes. Apollo emotively speaks on behalf of Orestes, resulting in a tied vote and 
in due course, after Athena’s intervention, his acquittal. If Aeschylus sometimes 
repeated a similar formula in his trilogies this would mean a similar scene would take 
place during the Danaids. Perhaps Aphrodite spoke in defence of Hypermnestra, the 
Danaid who, in other versions of the story, is said to have spared her husband. It is 
likely that Hypermnestra appeared in Aeschylus’ version, since she is a common 
factor in the retellings, but scholarship differs on her role and what took place in this 
scene.  
 Sommerstein suggests that the speech was evidence that ‘the action of the 
Danaids (and their father, if as is almost certain he was involved in plotting it) was 
condemned, and Hypermnestra vindicated’.361 He goes on to suggest that her crime 
would have meant disobeying an order from her father and that the Argives may have 
supported his case—perhaps not knowing all the details. Therefore, Hypermnestra 
would have required the intervention of a goddess such as Aphrodite to achieve an 
acquittal. The versions of the Danaid story by Apollodorus and Ovid indicate that an 
outraged Danaus would have tried to punish his daughter for her betrayal. Hermann 
and Schmitt saw that there were potentially two trials,
362
 one for Hypermnestra and 





 Ridgeway, Diamantopoulos, Murray and Steinweig believed only one took 
place. Ridgeway, Diamantopoulos and Steinweig all assert that Aphrodite defended 
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Hypermnestra, while Murray took the stance that Aphrodite merely presided and did 
not act as counsel for the defence. 
365
  
 An alternative view of the trial scene is offered by Robertson, who suggests 
that in fact the trial was of the other forty-nine Danaids and that Aphrodite undertook 
the role of prosecutor.
366
 Surely they should not escape judgement after the acts they 
have committed and nor should their father? Paley and Stoessl also agreed that the trial 
would have been of both Danaus and his daughters.
367
 Page was unable to decide who 
actually stood trial, though he insisted one took place.
368
 Despite all the discussion of a 
putative trial, however, we have no formal evidence for any taking place, and it is 
important to bear in mind that all the scholarship about a ‘trial’ is pure conjecture. 
Some scholars appeal to the tradition of such a trial taking place in Argos, since 
Pausanias makes reference to one,
369
 but this does not prove that the tradition had been 
used by Aeschylus in this trilogy. Lesky is undecided on whether a trial did take place 
and suggests that the fragment does not indicate that it was from part of a trial. He 
believed that it implies that Danaus marries off his daughters to suitors who have 
competed for their hands in marriage in a running race, in line with Pindar’s version of 
events. The daughters gain absolution for their deeds and this therefore furnishes a 
conciliatory end to the trilogy.
370
  
 Without more surviving segments of the play, if we are to reconstruct the 
action, it may again be helpful to look towards the other retellings of this story. As 
mentioned before, they all seem to share four common elements. The audience is 
already made aware of the first two. It is established in Suppliants (and potentially in 
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the supposed opening play, Egyptians) that Danaus and Aegyptus are related, 
descendants of Io, with the former having fifty daughters and the latter, fifty sons. We 
are not told in detail in Suppliants why the marriages are being encouraged by 
Aegyptus but the reason could have been outlined in Egyptians, through the argument 
between the two brothers over who should be rule the kingdom. This leaves two 
common plot moments that could be potentially played out or addressed in the final 
tragedy of the three.    
 All the accounts refer to the marriage actually taking place, with the fifty 
daughters marrying the fifty sons. Hyginus claims that it was at their father’s 
command that they killed their husbands on their wedding night. Apollodorus goes 
even further to suggest that Danaus gave the girls daggers with which to do the deed. 
Despite these versions, it is possible that Aeschylus may have put the onus on the 
daughters for the deaths and sidelined Danaus’ character. Unfortunately, the lack of 
evidence means we can never be truly sure. If we are to believe that fr. 43 was spoken 
by a servant and was part of the prologue, we would assume that between the end of 
Suppliants and the beginning of Danaids—if ordering the tragedies with Egyptians 
first—a fair amount of action has taken place. The war between the Egyptians and 
Argives (the one which the Egyptian herald indicates is on the cards when Pelasgus 
refuses to hand over the Danaids)
371
 must have already occurred. The details of battle 
are unknown but it has resulted in the marriages going ahead, and the wedding 
celebrations coming to pass before the opening of Danaids. The deaths of the 
bridegrooms are most likely to have taken place before the start of the play as well, if 
we follow the assumption that there was a prologue. The opening of Danaids may 
have commenced with the prologue fragment just prior to the revelation of the 
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murders. This is an intuitively plausible conclusion since the discovery is mentioned in 
various adaptations and leads to the final coherent staple element of the Danaids’ 
story. One daughter, universally acknowledged to be Hypermnestra, refuses to take 
part in the massacre by sparing her husband-to-be, Lynceus, and is frequently referred 
to in retellings. It would be, therefore, a reasonable proposal to suggest that she did 
play a part in the final trilogy. Once the bodies of the murdered husbands have been 
revealed, Hypermnestra’s betrayal of orders—whether her father’s or her sisters’—
would be discovered, prompting anger within the group. She would be held 
accountable for her actions and perhaps this is where fr. 44 would have appeared. The 
rest of the plot remains purely speculative.  
 If we are to follow the plot of Egyptians proposed by Sommerstein, and assume 
that the trilogy commenced with a prophecy from the oracle, in similar vein to the 
Oresteia, there should be some resolution or fulfilment in the final play. This might 
suggest that Danaus would die at the hands of Lynceus, who takes revenge for the 
murders of his brothers and perhaps, after Pelasgus’ death, liberates the Argives from 
Danaus’ despotic rule. Alternatively, a god or goddess may have appeared and 
intervened or, in a dramatic twist, the Argives could have seized control of the 
situation and gone on to punish Danaus and the Danaids. Several scholars have 
speculated on the ending of the trilogy. Saïd proposed that Danaids begins with the 
discovery of the corpses, followed by the trial of Hypermnestra for disobeying her 
father. Aphrodite, according to Saïd, intervenes and vindicates the girl and then goes 
on to encourage the eventual reconciliation of the rest of the Danaids to marriage.
372
 In 
Froma Zeitlin’s reconstruction of the trilogy,373 she manipulates the existing 
information we have to create an exploration of women and the polis’ attitudes 
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towards the concept of marriage. Her version would create a trilogy in which, after the 
girls kill their cousins/husbands, the Danaids become reconciled with the idea of 
marriage and go on to import the Thesmophoria festival from Egypt (a cult aetiology 
which is suggested in Herodotus).
374
  
 There are too many discrepancies in Zeitlin’s proposed version, from my 
perspective. The Thesmophoria was more linked to fertility than the civic ideology of 
marriage and focused on the relationship between mother and daughter, rather than the 
strong link between the girls and their father evident in this case.  I like the idea of the 
introduction of the Thesmophoria and nod to Herodotus, but feel that if it were 
mentioned at some point in the trilogy, it would most probably have been in the form 
of a prophecy by Aphrodite in the closing scene. Sommerstein has offered an in-depth 
reconstruction of what may have taken place during the final play of the Danaid 
trilogy, based on the fragmentary evidence and drawing upon details from other 
versions of the story. He suggests that the play opens with Lynceus in disguise, who 
fills the audience in on the events that have recently occurred, including the war, the 
death of Pelasgus, Danaus taking control and offering his daughters as a peace offering 
to Aegyptus’ sons, the marriage and, finally, the nocturnal massacre which he has 
escaped. Lynceus narrates how his wife, Hypermnestra, has smuggled him out of the 
house; he plans to hide and wait for an opportunity to take revenge on Danaus, the 
mastermind of the murders. As Lynceus exits, another character enters. This is might 
be a servant of Danaus who is unaware of the plot, describes the festivities, and plans 
to start wakening the couples, as mentioned in fragment 43. The Danaids, according to 
Sommerstein’s scheme, enter as the chorus, carrying the daggers that they used to 
commit the murders. Danaus then enters escorting his defiant daughter, Hypermnestra. 
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He announces her betrayal and sends her to prison. Danaus departs to hold a meeting 
with the Argive council to find out where Lynceus is. Sommerstein makes a point of 
stating that Danaus would have done this in a threatening manner retold to the 
audience via a messenger.  
 The same messenger also reports to the audience that, in front of the assembly, 
a young man claims that he knows where Lynceus is and asks for the assistance of 
armed men and the permission to act. Danaus gives him this and the young man 
reveals himself as Lynceus. He announces that Danaus is a murderer, has him arrested 
and sentenced to execution. Lynceus now claims the title of king of Argos. An agitated 
choral ode would have followed this, before Lynceus and Hypermnestra enter as 
Argive King and Queen. Lynceus orders the arrest of the Danaids but Aphrodite 
appears. She explains that the Danaids were innocent, for they did not know about the 
fate of Danaus as foretold by the oracle. Sommerstein suggests that Aphrodite claims 
that the girls did not know ‘the true guilt and motive of Danaus, who had sought to 
negate and frustrate her universal power’, which would explain the location of 
fragment 44. Aphrodite persuades Lynceus to let the girls live and purify them from 
the pollution of the murders. The Danaids respond to this by dropping their daggers 
and accept their destined roles - which could be marriages to some young male 
Argives. Sommerstein sees the play ending with a similar procession to that which 
finished Suppliants, but instead of communicating a sense of foreboding, it would be a 
joyous wedding procession, including Aphrodite, Lynceus and Hypermnestra.
375
 
 There are several elements in Sommerstein’s proposed reconstruction with 
which I agree. The inclusion of the oracle is a device that appears in some of the later 
versions of the story and would provide Danaus with a pertinent reason for not 
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allowing the marriages to take place. However, it is not mentioned in Suppliants, so all 
references to the oracle must have taken place in the lost play, Egyptians. Sommerstein 
emphasises the role of Lynceus within his reconstruction, perhaps due to the reference 
that Aristotle makes in Poetics to a tragedy entitled Lynceus.
376
 Aristotle does not 
mention who the author was, yet it must have dramatized an episode from the same 
myth; Papadopoulou suggests that the plot of the lost tragedy Lynceus would involve 
Danaus attempting to kill Lynceus, but would conclude with Lynceus instead killing 
Danaus.
377
 Sommerstein, similarly, opts to develop Danaus’ character. In the 
reconstruction of Lynceus, Danaus, according to Sommerstein, would have appeared 
central to the action and highly devious. But where is the evidence for this suggested 
character trait? In Suppliants, to me, he appears unassuming until the very end of the 
play—far from tyrannical. This is a view that Papadopoulou also shares. She 
acknowledges that, from the reception of the myth prior to Aeschylus’ version and 
after it, Danaus appears to play a central role. But from the evidence provided in the 
surviving play, Suppliants, Aeschylus appears to reduce his role, preferring to focus on 
the daughters.
378
 Hugh Lloyd-Jones also points out that in Suppliants, Danaus does not 
have a lead role and in fact only has two sections of dialogue on stage. This may prove 
that he was not to be seen as a tyrant or dominating character. On the other hand, 
Bakewell claims that Danaus is a considerable threat to Argos.
379
 In the sections of 
dialogue he does have, he comes across more polished than his daughters in 
conversation, especially when you take into consideration Sandin’s assertion that the 
Danaids’ peculiar style of speech parallels their exotic appearance.380 Danaus appears 
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to coach his daughters to be received well by Pelasgus.
381
 He tailors the girls’ speech 
to reflect their status as suppliants, and in this ‘rehearsal scene’ comes over as 
calculating. This could be Aeschylus insinuating that Danaus was like a clever puppet-
master and did not want to be seen to be directly involved, knowing that people would 
be more open to his daughters, as scared young women. The playwright seems to 
reinforce that the character of Danaus is a stereotype of a foreign man, cunning and 




6. Receptions Prior to 1995 
The idea of Danaus portrayed as a tyrant, and generally downright deceptive, has been 
the focus of many receptions of the story. This characterisation certainly seemed to fit 
within with the world of opera, inspiring Salieri’s Les Danaïdes, which debuted at the 
Paris Opera in April 1784. The librettists, Leblanc du Roullet and Baron Tschudi, 
drew upon the fragmented Aeschylean trilogy of tragedies, as well as other versions of 
the myth, to create a five-act opera.
383
 Rather than focusing on the daughters’ rejection 
of the marriages and the Argive civic response to the maidens as it appears in the 
extant play, Suppliants, the plot of the opera stressed what happens to a tyrannical 
figure when he is blinded by his own selfish needs and desires. The scenes at Argos 
are cut from the plot, as well as the daughters’ intense refusal of the proposed 
marriages. Instead the opera opens with Danaus agreeing to reconciliation with 
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Aegyptus, who has now taken leadership of Egypt after their dispute, and an 
agreement is made that their children should marry. Danaus then manipulates his 
daughters to solemnly swear that they will seek vengeance for his violated honour by 
murdering their husbands on their wedding night. The audience are made aware that 
an oracle has predicted his downfall by one of Aegyptus’s sons, but Danaus mentions 
this only briefly. Instead, he instils a heightened lust for revenge within his daughters, 
who are unable to decipher his compulsively irrational manipulation.  
 As in the versions of the myth that we have explored before, Hypermestre 
384
 is 
the only one who exercises her free will and refuses the order, drawing her father into 
a lengthy debate in Act. In the opera, the character of Hypermestre is explored further 
than in any other retelling, revealing her ‘cognitive dissonance’ in relation to love for 
her father, the affection she has for her affianced husband and her own ethical beliefs. 
In the opera, there is much more of an emphasis on the psychological involvement in 
the motives and decisions than we assume were in Aeschylus’ version. The oracle 
device may have been employed here, but these characters are individuals and make 
their own destiny rather than accept the involvement and responsibility of the 
divine.
385
 The oracle becomes more of an excuse for irrational behaviour and 
emotional blackmail. Danaus tries to use this to convince Hypermestre to carry out his 
desire for vengeance, but to no avail.  She assists Lyncée
386
 to escape as the rest of the 
brothers are being murdered by the bloodthirsty Danaïdes, fueled by the lines fed by 
their father. Danaus discovers that Lyncée has escaped and flies into a furious rage, 
commanding that the girls kill the surviving son of Aegyptus. Lyncée, in the 
meantime, has called upon an army to avenge the loss of his brothers. They arrive at 
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the palace and slaughter the murderesses. Danaus turns on Hypermestre and prepares 
to kill her, but is stopped as the palace burns in the background. The librettists decide 
to avoid the known conclusions of the Danaid story, opting to show Danaus punished 
in the Underworld, chained to a rock while a vulture consumes his entrails. His 
daughters are also there—minus the water jars that they are often depicted with—but 
again the focus is on the payback for the power-crazed father, who will endure eternal 
torture for his deeds. 
 Salieri’s offering, like the Venetian opera by Josef Mysliveček, 
L’Ipermestra,387 has a more deceptive and openly tyrannical version of the Danaus 
character than the one that appears in Suppliants and presumably in the rest of the 
trilogy. Whereas in Aeschylus, the audience may be slightly indifferent to Danaus due 
to his lack of involvement, in the opera, Les Danaïdes, he clearly is the despised 
character. The audience loses any sense of compassion and sympathy towards him and 
his plight, particularly when he appears to be happy to kill his own daughter in order 
to quench his desire for revenge. It is interesting for us to see this development within 
the reception of the story and how it may have impacted Purcărete’s and Mee’s 
adaptations. In my view, interest in the Danaid myth only flourished in the worlds of 
opera and fine art until it re-entered the theatre, triumphantly, when director, Silviu 
Purcărete turned his attention to it.  
 
7. Contemporary Adaptations 
The sections on the extant material, academic engagement and the reception of the lost 
play preceding 1995 were important to include in order to showcase the extent of the 
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material that the contemporary playwrights I have chosen to focus on may have had 
access to or been influenced by. In this final section of the chapter I will discuss how 
the playwrights, Silviu Purcărete and Charles Mee, created their interpretations, how 
they engaged with the fragmented play and what decisions they made to fill in the 
gaps. I will also discuss the themes that the playwrights chose to develop and how 
these impacted the overall reading of the productions. The evidence from the scripts 
and external discussions on the plays are supported by interviews with the playwrights 
themselves. While I was unable to interview Mee directly, he has documented his love 
of Greek drama in an extensive interview with his daughter, Erin Mee. In regards to 
Purcărete, who has not discussed his production of the Danaids at length since the 
staging, I was able to secure an interview on 16 May 2014, in which he provided many 
insights into his creation that had not been formally documented before. The full 
transcript of this interview can be found as Appendix B. 
 
8. Silviu Purcărete–Les Danaïdes 
In December 1995, Silviu Purcărete’s spectacular production  Les Danaïdes,  based on 
the extant Suppliants and the rest of Aeschylus’ fragmented tetralogy, was previewed 
in Craiova, Romania and then embarked on a European tour including performances at 
the Avignon Festival in France, Dublin’s National Basketball Arena and, in the UK, 
Birmingham’s National Indoor Arena. The popularity of the performance saw it even 
travel to America, where it was given its U.S premiere at the Lincoln Center Festival 
in 1997. It was viewed as an impressive production,
388
 in part for the artistic choice of 
hosting a cast of over one hundred on stage. In order to understand the reasoning 
behind Purcărete’s decision to engage with the fragmented play and the choices he 
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made for staging the tetralogy, we must first look at his background as a director 
which clearly influenced his approaches. 
 Born in Bucharest in 1950, Purcărete honed his directorial skills at the Theatre 
Academy of Bucharest, where he was a student during the 1970s. In his chapter from 
Contemporary European Theatre Directors, Aleksandar Sasa Dundjerovic explains 
that Purcărete’s approach to staging text is influenced heavily by the European 
tradition of ‘directors’ theatre’. The way he creates a scene is by using the text as 
inspiration to devise ‘a highly subjective performance’.389  This was standard practice 
in Romanian theatre, particularly amongst the new generation of directors that 
emerged in the 1960s; it was a style of theatre that developed in response to state 
censorship under the oppressive Communist regime. They wanted to challenge the 
political landscape in a non-overt manner. Directors such as Lucian Pintilie worked 
with material from a classical canon of plays that were deemed suitable for public 
consumption in pre-democratic Romania. However, these texts provided an arena 
where directors, through performance, could provide a space for the kinds of 
discussion that were frowned upon and forbidden by the State. The director would 
become the author of the performance, but the actual subject-matter was safely far 
removed from the historical situation in which Romanians found themselves. While 
Purcărete does not assign himself to any particular theatre style, there are certainly 
similarities between his work and these directors who went before him. Dundjerovic 
claims that for Purcărete, theatre is a personal art. These productions are a ‘coded 
subjective experience collectively shared with the audience’.390 He uses the stage as a 
canvas, while his performers are puppets for his response to these texts, in which the 
audience can see their own experiences reflected back at them. Purcărete does not 
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have an overarching message in his productions. He sees that art can be used for 
different purposes, but it should never be used in a direct attempt to change someone’s 
point of view. Ultimately the audience should draw their own conclusions.  
 Like his Romanian predecessors, Purcărete has a history of working with 
classical plays. As he claimed in an interview with Aleksandar Sasa Dundjerovic, ‘I 
have always been attracted to old texts, classic texts. I was never inspired by new and 
freshly written plays’.391 This is clear from the productions he has worked on. 
Purcărete’s past offerings have included adaptations of Shakespeare, Molière and 
Chekhov, for which he has become internationally known. He has also done his fair 
share of ancient Greek theatre adaptations. In 1993, he drew upon Euripides’ 
Hippolytus
392
 for his production Phaedra, and, five years later, he staged what is 
known as A Romanian Oresteia at The Barbican, London.
393
 Dundjerovic states that it 
was the rich aesthetic and ideological significance of Aeschylus which attracted 
Purcărete.394 He sees both the scope that these texts have for theatrical experimentation 
and, at the same time, a thematic, timeless relevance to humanity:  
 
The basic discovery is that through history, human beings never change. 
Their problems are exactly the same. The lessons you learn is that what 
happens to us is what happened to our ancestors years ago. The 
difference is in the experience that’s why I like to go into the classical 
texts because it’s comforting to believe that thousands of generations 
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lived exactly the same way without computers and without media, but 




In 1995, Purcărete started work on an epic version of the whole Danaid tetralogy. 
Looking back on the process of creating this piece, Purcărete acknowledges that he 
was aware of the surviving play, Suppliants, and had conducted research into the 
remains of the rest of tetralogy. For him, working on the adaptation was like working 
on a puzzle: 
 
So it was like a play, like a game – like a child’s game – to try to invent 
that tetralogy on stage. So this was my purpose. It was not scientific, of 
course, because it is not possible, because it was like a joke… Yes, it 
was just a theatrical invention.
396
 
While Purcărete saw the creation of the script as a game, he still wanted to keep 
Aeschylus’ voice within the piece and developed his unique approach to dialogue: 
 
So I tried to invent the plot because I needed phrases and words. I 
decided again to use phrases, sentences from the other plays of 
Aeschylus. So all the words actually belong to Aeschylus....You see, I 
took one sentence from this play and another half a sentence from 




Rather than transform the language into a contemporary idiom familiar to a modern 
audience in a method that is favoured by many playwrights today, including some 
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discussed in this thesis, Purcărete kept what he believes is the dramatic tone of Greek 
tragedy. He condensed the three tragedies and the satyr play, Amymone, into a single 
production. The main section of the Purcărete’s production features lines from the 
surviving play, Suppliants, but the rest of the action is scripted by Purcărete and 
includes lines from Aeschylus’ other plays.  
 Purcărete's plot aligns itself with the view of scholars who believe that 
Suppliants was the first in the tragic trilogy, followed by Egyptians and concluding 
with what everyone agrees is the final play, Danaids. For ease of comprehension, I 
here paraphrase the main lines of Purcărete’s plot (but see Appendix C for full text and 
translation). The play opens with a scene introducing the audience to a council of gods 
who remain on stage for the duration of the production in clear sight of the audience. 
They are described as being at a beach near Argos, invisible to those in the play, 
drinking glasses of nectar. This group includes Hermès, Zeus, Héra, Poséidon, 
Apollon and Artémis. They set the ominous tone for the play by discussing the tragedy 
of humanity. This conversation continues throughout the play and is interspersed 
between the dialogues of the action that is taking place in the centre of the stage. The 
audience are then introduced to the fifty girls in a similar fashion to what takes place 
in Suppliants. They arrive on the beach, lamenting. Each carries a suitcase but they are 
missing their father. He arrives at their call, emerging from a large luggage trunk. On 
the instruction of their father, the girls supplicate Pelasgus and are successful in 
gaining his assistance, which they celebrate by singing about Io, their ancestor. (In the 
version shown on Romanian television,
398
 this scene had a heavily pregnant Io—
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dressed as a cow—brought out on a medical examination table, while the gods seemed 
to attend to her in a sinister manner). 
  Danaus returns to announce that the people of Argos will protect them but 
quickly sees that the Egyptians are approaching. The fifty men encircle the girls and 
demand they return to Egypt with them. A showdown occurs when Pelasgus arrives to 
confront the Egyptians and announces that the girls are under the protection of Argos. 
The men depart but threaten war. The Danaids prepare for bedtime but they lack 
water. The character explicitly said to be Amymone goes off to look for water, while 
the audience witness the gods discussing the deeds the girls will soon commit and how 
fate makes it hard to avoid a different outcome. The group go to sleep but Danaus 
wakes up from a foreboding bad dream. Pelasgus enters to announce that the war is 
starting. The Egyptians return to the stage to attack the group and ultimately kill 
Pegasus. In their victory, the men encircle the girls again and start to seize their wives 
as the gods sing a hymn for Aphrodite in which similar lines to the extant fragment 44 
are used to emphasis the link between nature and marriage. This view is vulgarly 
opposed in the next lines by the Egyptian men who seem more interested in the 
wedding night and male and female unity in the bedroom.  
 Preparations for the wedding night begin. The Egyptians host celebrations with 
their soon-to-be father-in-law while the girls arrange themselves. They adorn 
themselves with white wedding dresses that become tents once the Egyptians arrive 
carrying lanterns and trumpets.  Each couple enters their own tent, all apart from 
Hypermnestra who is awaiting Lynceus’ arrival. She questions the forthcoming deeds 
of her sisters and queries her involvement. On Lynceus’ arrival, Hypermnestra is so 
worried about carrying out the murder that she is unable to look at him. They talk and 
become fond of each other. Slowly the lanterns in each tent goes out, one by one. The 
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Danaids exit their tents, revealing the bodies of their slain husbands to the audience 
and Lynceus. Realizing that he has escaped his fate due to Hypermnestra, the forty-
nine other Danaids chase him. When he confronts them about the murders, the 
Danaids are resolved and proud of their actions. The gods then take control of the 
scene and drive the girls crazy in a dance of torture. They are repeatedly punished 
while Hypermnestra, who is spared, witnesses their ordeal.  
 Danaus is unable to comprehend what is happening. The gods discuss him and 
decide that he too is to be punished.
399
 Soon afterwards, the Danaids are destroyed. 
Purcărete now introduces the satyr play element into his production. Hypermnestra 
transforms into Amymone searching for water. She finds herself trapped by a group of 
satyrs who start to make suggestive advances on the girl. Poseidon intervenes and the 
satyrs scatter. They talk, suggesting that Poseidon takes Amymone for himself. The 
play ends by returning to the council of the gods while the ghosts of the Danaids haunt 
the stage. The gods close the play commenting on the fate of man. 
 Between 1995 and 1997, Les Danaïdes went on a European and transatlantic 
tour to large and often outdoor spaces. The large scale was necessary. Purcărete often 
stages his productions in spaces that are like a blank canvas.  As described in Silviu 
Purcărete, Esquisse De Portrait,400 Georges Banu claims that Purcărete avoids heavy 
technological involvement in his set. He opts instead for spaces with limited resources, 
so that the physical backdrop does not evoke any memories, nor align the play with 
any particular time period. He imagines the representation of action in the space, 
however different it may be from other venues in which he has performed the work; 
the action transcends such differences, which is clearly consonant with his belief that 
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the classical plays have a universal relevance and are timeless. But another reason for 
the need for vast performance spaces, in this case, was simply the epic size of the cast. 
Scholars disagree on the number of chorus members who would have appeared in the 
trilogy on the ancient stage. Hugh Lloyd-Jones questions whether there were fifty 
‘girls’ on stage rather than the usual twelve or fifteen in the chorus in his collection 
Greek Epic, Lyric, and Tragedy: The Academic Papers of Sir Hugh Lloyd Jones.
401
 
But choruses of fifty were far from unknown at Athens—indeed, this was the standard 
size of the dithyrambic chorus, and Purcărete chose to host all fifty Danaids, and their 
fifty Egyptian husbands,
402
 in the performance space at the same time. In addition to 
this, there was a supporting cast of at least nine other characters, including the constant 
stage presence of six gods: Hermes, Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, Apollo and Artemis. 
 Purcărete has always taken an interesting view of the gods’ role in his 
adaptations of Greek tragedy. In his production, Phaedra, Artemis paced restlessly 
about the stage wrapped up in bandages with no eyes visible. She appeared as an 
undefined creature who came from no particular place or time. Wiles describes this 
character as ‘barely human with a menace that suggested the power of a totalitarian 
regime’.403 In the version of Les Danaïdes shown on Romanian Television, the gods 
were a constant presence on stage. Dressed in white, stately costumes and illuminated 
by a blue light, these versions of the Olympian gods were enjoying themselves while 
the tragedy took place behind them. They sat at two white tables at the front of the 
stage, regularly drinking from their goblets while laughing and commenting on the 
action. The implication was that the dramatic events unfolding provided them with 
entertainment and pleasure. This idea was amplified by depicting Zeus as playing with 
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dominoes throughout the production, a device highlighted in the recorded television 
production. The shapes the god creates with dominoes reflected the choreographic 
formations into which the Danaids moved. When questioned about the involvement of 
the gods in his productions, when other playwrights sometimes avoid the involvement 
of divine figures, Purcărete responded, ‘…in all those stories, tragedies, they are main 
characters. So why not bring them on stage? Also, they are manipulating the human 
destiny…’.404 Purcărete’s view of how important the gods are to the plot is explicitly 
shown in final scenes of Les Danaïdes. Zeus’ control over the Danaids and humanity 
in general is emphasized when he knocks over the dominoes he has arranged on his 
bar table, just as the Danaids fall to the floor in the same pattern on stage. Zeus’ 
position as the master manipulator is confirmed. 
 If the gods are ultimately in charge of the fate of all who are on stage in 
Purcărete’s adaptation, how did this affect the role of Danaus? Interestingly, he was 
less tyrannical in my view than could have been implied. He seemed almost 
emasculated, which may have purely been down to the directorial choices. Purcărete 
had cast the actress Coca Bloos as Danaus, who appeared on stage wearing only a pair 
of trousers. Her top half was completely bare, except for a length of rope which went 
between her breasts and tied around her neck. Like the Egyptian male chorus 
members, the actress was bald but had a long greying beard attached to her chin that 
had been manipulated into a curved point at the bottom. It made for a confusing sight.  
It was completely apparent from her bare breasts that this was a female actress playing 
a male character, but she had a distinctly masculine style in regards to physical 
movements and voice. When questioned about the choices he made for Danaus, 
Purcărete explained his interpretation as follows: ‘I can’t remember the exact reason 
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but I just wanted Danaus to be an androgynous figure, because he is also the father and 
the mother of the girls’.405 
 Purcărete’s version of Danaus was therefore not the sinister, controlling ruler 
he had been made out to be in Roman and later receptions. He spent a large chunk of 
the play hidden away in a luggage trunk, particularly during the scenes with Pelasgus. 
He would unfold himself slowly from the trunk each time he re-joined the action. He 
would certainly instruct the girls in their behavior in a dominating manner, but it was 
not aggressive nor intimidating character. Yet his daughters still hung on his every 
word and acted in the ways he prescribed. This would certainly explain Purcărete’s 
view that Danaus functions as both parents to the girls. His character offers a confused 
balance between the persona of a father and the maternal qualities of a mother. 
Purcărete explained that the original story tells us that Danaus is meant to manipulate 
the girls and tell them to murder their husbands. But when it comes to whether Danaus 
was ultimately to blame for the girls’ deeds or where they responsible for their own 
actions, Purcărete simply says, ‘it’s up to you. Just look at the play and decide what is 
right’.406 
 In the script for Les Danaïdes, Purcărete does not have Danaus explicitly tell 
the girls to kill their husbands. Before the war, he suggests that they should protect 
themselves at all costs, which prompts his daughters, in an echo of the 
Hippolytus/Phaedra myth, to swear an oath to Artemis and reject Aphrodite. When 
they are finally captured by the Egyptians, the girls announce their intent and need of 
vengeance. When the corpses are eventually revealed, the Danaids initially appear to 
vomit in response to their realization, but their repugnance quickly changes to pride 
and they want to show off their deeds. In the recorded production for Romanian 
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television, the girls displayed child-like behaviour. They squealed with delight as they 
dragged the bodies off stage and cleared up the evidence of the murder. There was no 
remorse and one could even describe them as brainwashed. This reinforces the sense 
that the girls are ultimately not in control of their actions. 
 To me, this production offers its audience no overarching theme apart from the 
notion that humanity is powerless in the face of fate and manipulation. Purcărete does 
not believe in giving ‘messages’ to an audience. He claims, ‘It is a play. Any piece of 
art is an enigma, in fact…it is actually a question, it is never an answer. That is why 
we make art: because to ask questions, never giving answers.’407 It is good to linger 
for a moment on Purcărete’s view that ‘the most respective way of treating a text is 
just to dive into it, to try to dig inside it, discover new things....you open them up and 
consider them to be alive’.408 This becomes even more resonant when we consider that 
it is the view the next playwright we are to discuss also holds when approaching 
ancient Greek theatre and in particular, the Danaid plot. 
 
9. Big Love – Charles Mee 
Charles Mee’s adaptation of the Danaid trilogy, Big Love, premiered at the Actor’s 
Theatre of Louisville, U.S.A in 2000, under the direction of Les Waters and, perhaps 
due to the script’s availability,409 it has been restaged a number of times since. Like 
Purcărete, American author, playwright and now academic, Charles Mee has been 
fascinated with the classical texts for most of his life. He spent a large part of his life 
being schooled in Shakespeare and Brecht but considered discovering the theatre of 
the ancient Greeks as a vital influence on his work, claiming, ‘I have been inspired a 
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lot by the Greeks. I love the Greeks.’410 His daughter, theatre professor and director 
Erin Mee, outlines the impact that these plays have had on her father’s work, and how 
he constructs of scripts, in the introduction to Shattered and Fucked Up and Full of 
Wreckage: The Words and Works of Charles L. Mee: 
 
When my father writes a play, he often starts with a familiar story; 
usually, but not always, a Greek myth—The Oresteia, Hippolytus, The 
Bacchae, The Trojan Women, The Suppliant Women, The Caucasian 
Chalk Circle—and then he elaborates on it.411 
 
Mee’s love of the Greeks is clearly evident if we look at the past productions he has 
worked on and how often in interviews he makes reference to this particular style of 
theatre. He explains the reasoning behind his passionate engagement with the 
tragedies. He is attracted by the scale of the problems addressed and their 
ramifications, for example,  
 
because their plays so often begin with matricide and fratricide, with a 
man murdering his nephews and serving the boys to their father for 
dinner. That is to say, the Greeks take no easy problems, no little 
misunderstanding that is going to be resolved before the final 
commercial break at the top of the hour, no tragedy that will be resolved 
with good will, acceptance of a childhood hurt, and a little bit of 
healing. They take great anguish and hatred and disability and rage and 
                                                          
410
 Mee, E (2002) 94. 
411
 Mee, E (2002) 83. 
 193 
 
homicidal mania and confusion and aspiration and a longing for the 
purest beauty and they say: here is not an easy problem; take all of this 




To Mee, the dramatic moments and issues that come out of these texts are universal in 
some sense, and he views the texts as ‘historical documents—as evidence of who and 
how we are and what we do.’413 The characters that appear in the plays are comparable 
to people today, dealing with issues and themes that still resonate with the modern 
world. These types of problems are nothing new. For many of his productions, Mee 
takes a number of core ideas from ancient Greek theatre. One is that he often 
constructs a group of plays that share a common theme in a similar way to the Greek 
tragedians’ trilogies. So it is interesting to see that, instead of recreating the 
fragmented Danaid story as a trilogy or tetralogy, like Purcărete he instead opted to 
create one single production staging the myth. 
 As part of his ‘The (re)making project,’414 Charles Mee took inspiration from 
Aeschylus’ extant play, Suppliants, and created his own interpretation of the Danaid 
plot. According to Helene Kvale’s director notes on her production, she claims that 
Mee has seen a production of The Supplicant [sic] at the Avignon Theatre Festival, 
which one assumed was Purcărete’s Les Danaïdes. She goes on to quote Mee on why 
he created his adaptation: 
 
I wanted to go back to what some people thought was one of the earliest 
plays of the Western World…and see how that would look today. See if 
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it still spoke to the moment, and of course it does. It’s all about refugees 
and gender wars and men and women trying to find what will get them 





While Purcărete’s drama seemed to follow the action that many scholars have 
hypothesized for Aeschylus’ trilogy, Mee changes names and locations and deletes 
characters. The script largely ignores what may have taken place in Egyptians (for 
example, no war takes place) and jumps to the action that takes part in the final text of 
the trilogy with the murders and repercussions. In order to illustrate the differences, I 
will now outline the plot of Big Love.
416
 
 The play opens on a woman undoing her wedding dress, entering a bath tub 
and attempting to relax. She is interrupted by a man who questions her presence there. 
We soon learn that this woman, named Lydia, has fled from Greece to Italy with her 
fifty sisters in order to escape an arranged marriage with their first cousins who are of 
Greek - American heritage. She asks for asylum from the man who suggests that his 
uncle, the owner of the house, may be able to help. The audience is then introduced to 
Olympia and Thyona, two of the fifty sisters.
417
 The girls start to make themselves at 
home and converse with Bella, the old Italian woman who is mother to Piero, the 
owner of the house. The girls negotiate refugee status with Piero once he enters and he 
eventually agrees to take them in. The three start to discuss men and their behaviour 
when a helicopter arrives with three of the male cousins: Nikos, Constantine and Oed. 
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They arrive to claim their brides but the girls refuse to leave. Piero intervenes and 
suggests that he discuss the situation with the brothers and see if they can come to 
some agreement. Alone, the girls vent their frustration at the situation and at men in 
general, which builds them up into a frenzy of movement and aggression. The frenzy 
is dispelled when Piero’s family members and house guests enter the scene to discuss 
the marriage. Nikos enters and apologises to Lydia for his brothers’ behaviour. They 
find themselves alone and Nikos admits that he is in love with Lydia. They start to 
become comfortable in each other’s company, and begin dancing. The couple begin to 
kiss one another, but this unnerves Lydia and she runs off.  
 Constantine and Oed enter. The three men share a similar moment to the 
women’s frenzy, but with a heightened sense of violence, in which they deliver 
masculine verbal attacks on women and their lives. The men exit just as a wedding 
cake is brought on. The girls and the audience learn that Piero has failed in his 
negotiations with the men and that the weddings will still take place. He admits that he 
was afraid of putting his family and home at risk and, therefore, will not be able to 
assist the girls. Distraught, the girls look at their options. Thyona states that they 
should take control of the situation themselves and kill their husbands on their 
wedding night. The rest of the girls are unsure but Thyona is very convincing and asks 
them to make a pact.  
 Thyona and Olympia prepare for their wedding while Lydia starts to worry 
about the upcoming deed. Nikos, Constantine and Oed enter and the wedding takes 
place which swiftly moves on to the evening celebration. Here, the audience witnesses 
a number of playful, almost loving acts that one would expect from a wedding 
celebration; however this soon descends into aggressive behavior and violent outbursts 
from both sides of the wedding party. Thyona stabs Constantine with a knife, which 
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prompts the start of the slaughter. While the bloody murders take place, Lydia and 
Nikos are unaware as they have separated from the group and are making love at the 
side of the stage. Piero and the rest of the family return to the stage to discover the 
bodies of the men.  
 The murderesses soon discover that Lydia has not killed Nikos, which prompts 
Thyona to call for a trial. She believes her sister has committed the ultimate betrayal of 
breaking her sisterly oath. Bella offers to play the role of the judge in this trial, taking 
on the supposed role of Aphrodite. Thyona and Lydia both make speeches concerning 
love, reason and justice. Bella comes to a verdict that Lydia cannot be condemned 
because ‘love is the highest law’; this expresses the idea behind fragment 44 of the 
surviving material for the Aeschylean play, which as discussed earlier, is often 
attributed to Aphrodite. Bella announces that her family is also to blame for failing to 
protect the girls. No one will be punished, but instead, the girls will live with Bella as 
her own daughters. The play ends on the celebration of Lydia and Nikos’ marriage. 
 There are a number of differences in Mee’s version of the story, when viewed 
alongside the surviving elements of Aeschylus’ trilogy and Purcărete’s Les Danaïdes. 
Mee relocates the main action from Argos to Italy. The group of women no longer 
arrive at the beach seeking refuge at a sanctuary. Instead, on reaching land, they walk 
into a house without permission and make themselves at home. The girls’ nationality 
is no longer Egyptian, but Greek; and while Aegyptus’ sons still share the same 
heritage, they are now American Greek. These changes of nationalities, in particular 
for the men, serve as a device for Mee to criticize American attitudes. The girls still 
need to prove their common ancestry with their Italian hosts and, therefore in this 
adaptation, suggest that they are a part of the same family due to Greek migration to 
Italy many years before.  
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 Big Love is similar to Salieri’s opera, Les Danaïdes, which has been discussed 
earlier in this chapter, as it investigates the human psychology behind what takes place 
and provides a forum for the characters to discuss in-depth their responses to the 
themes of the play. Differing from Purcărete s interpretation of hosting all fifty brides 
and grooms on stage, Mee opts to focus on only three of each. The three women and 
three men each represent a gender stereotype and are coupled up. Lydia and her 
betrothed, Nikos, are seen as thoughtful, grounded people. They are aware of the 
severity of the situation and want to work towards a resolution. Out of the characters 
in Big Love, these two are the closest to the proposed versions of Hypermnestra and 
Lynceus that may have appeared in Aeschylus and have been discussed in other 
accounts of the myth.  Lydia and Nikos provide greater insight into the type of 
relationship that their ancient counterparts, Hypermnestra and Lynceus, may have had, 
if given the chance to develop before the murders. In Purcărete and other receptions of 
the story, it seems to indicate that Hypermnestra has a moral dilemma in regards to the 
murders, or that she shows mercy on Lynceus because of his respect for her. Here the 
reasoning behind her sparing him is because of their love for one another. We witness 
this romance develop throughout the production. Nikos declares his love for her, 
having admired her from a far, and chooses to woo Lydia rather than force her into the 
marriage.  
 Olympia and Oed are another partnership. They come across as the less 
educated couple. Olympia is easily swayed by others’ opinions and rarely sticks to her 
own thoughts.  She is incredibly vain, influenced by commercialism and prioritizes 
beauty products over her safety: 
 




Oil of Olay Moisturizing Body Wash 
or like 
John Freda Sheer Blond Shampoo and Conditioner for Highlighted 
Blonds… 
….I know this is not a hotel, so you wouldn't have everything, 
but maybe some Estee Lauder 24 Karat Color Golden Body Creme with 
Sunbloc, 
or Fetish Go Glitter Body Art in Soiree…418 
 
Her partner, Oed, is not as eloquent as his brothers. His behavior is highly primitive 
and unruly and is prone to thuggish outbursts.  
 The final coupling is the feminist, Thyona, and her arrogant and insistent 
fiancé, Constantine. Thyona is the most aggressive of the sisters, who thinks very little 
of men in general and fiercely resents the arranged marriage. Her belligerence is 
matched in Constantine, who is very insistent about his entitlement to the girls – what 
he is owed. He views marriage as a legal contract and enforces the arrangement, even 
if it means that the women are taken by force. His character is very reminiscent of the 
Herald from The Suppliants. He wants to achieve his aim at any cost. 
 Mee inserts scenes into his adaptation which give the characters opportunities 
to speak what is on their mind and their own personal opinions. Differing from what 
we can imagine takes place in the Aeschylean play, as well as in Purcărete’s 
adaptation, in Big Love the focus is on both the characters as individuals as well as 
within their respective collectives. The audience is given the chance to see how 
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differently each girl reacts within their own family, acknowledging that, in reality, not 
everyone shares the same ideology.  
 Emotion plays an important part in Mee’s production. In comparison to 
Purcărete and Aeschylus’ versions of the characters, we are given more insight into the 
psyche of these characters. While Purcărete, and we imagine Aeschylus, showcased 
heightened emotions within their productions, and portrayed these reactions in 
extreme ways: their characters suddenly flip from moments of jubilation to terror and 
devastation. Mee’s characters’ emotions are not so monochrome. Mee subscribes to 
Joseph Chaikin’s theory of random emotion in regards to actor training,419 and this 
may be an indication why Mee’s characters appear more rounded and closer to current 
human behaviour than their ancient counterparts. In Charles Mee’s interview with his 
daughter, he paraphrased the theory that Chaikin had once described to him: 
 
I think there are things that everyone feels at least once very fifteen 
minutes: embarrassment, for example, or humiliation, from nowhere, 
without apparent cause; sudden grief, anxiety, dread, distraction - as 
though as spirit or monster of some kind passed overhead; regret, 
impatience, hatred, and unreasoning rage. It’s not the same for 
everyone. Some people I know feel none of those things, but instead, 
every fifteen minutes they feel vengeful, jealous - they are immobilized 
by envy, a longing to possess something or someone, greed, lust, a wish 
to put something in their mouths…. 
Joe got a group of people together—a few directors, some actors, a few 
writers—for a laboratory of pure research. And Chaikin made the 
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remark above, and then we got a couple of actors on their feet, and set a 
situation for them to improvise with. And every once in a while 
someone would call out “envy” or “vengefulness” and one of the actors 
would let that random emotion go through their performance. In this 
way, their performances—and the scene itself—were occasionally hit 
with random emotion-laden crosswinds. 
420
 
      
Mee goes on to explain that by hosting a number of random emotions in a 
performance, it makes the piece seem more like real life: 
 
And we all saw that these random emotions, far from making the scene 
seem weird, made it seem more like the lives we all live, where we are 
always in a situation of having a cup of tea with a friend when, 
suddenly, for no reason at all, unattached anger wells up in us, or a 
sense of having been slighted, something that doesn’t come from the 
present moment at all but from some other relationship or past history. 
And, in this way, I think I was impressed, again, by the randomness of 
life; and how most theatrical conventions rule that out, and so sterilize 




We can see how Mee implements this, not only via the stage directions in his script 
but through the dialogue. While Thyona is portrayed as a tough, aggressive character 
the majority of the time, she has moments where she appears consumed by her 
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conflicting emotions. After a sisterly discussion with Olympia, she breaks down, 
unmasking her vulnerability, and flees the stage: 
 
Do you think I like feeling this way.... 
Do you think I wouldn’t rather just be a nice, happy 
Well-adjusted seeming person 
you can just take as it comes and like it? 
Do you think that makes me happy? 
To spend my whole life on earth 
the only life I’m going to have feeling angry?422 
 
Charles Mee’s daughter Erin Mee, who has directed a number of her father’s plays,423 
describes his characters as highly fragmented people that are hard to decipher, but 
once they are put into perspective, alongside the other characters, they become easier 
to understand. 
 
The characters in your plays are like smashed pots: if you pick up any 
one shard of pottery, it doesn’t look like it has anything to do with the 
other shards lying around, but if you were to glue all the pieces back 
together; they would make a (more or less) coherent pot. And each of 
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This force of this image is clear in Big Love. It not only explains the fragmented nature 
of the original text and how the story has been put together, but, individually, why the 
characters’ behaviours and personas are difficult to understand at times. They are 
splintered and incomplete, but, over the duration of the production, the audience is 
given opportunities to witness the characters alone, as well as part of their collective. 
Mee’s multifaceted cast comes across realistic, illustrating the multitude of elements 
that define us as people. Erin Mee sums this up as: 
At another level, each shard is a piece of text that has come from a 
different source. Character, then - who a person is- is an assemblage of 
bits of history, pop culture, philosophy, etc. (And in that sense your 
characters are also like archaeological finds: they say something - both 




It is clear in Mee’s case that he likes to focus on characterization rather than the stage 
dressing. He outlines in the stage directions that the play that the set should not come 
across as real or naturalistic in its setting. This is a feature that Mee and Purcărete 
share. As playwrights and directors, they like to look at the whole spectacle of the 
production but not allow the set to influence the audience’s perceptions. Mee suggests 
that it should be ‘more an installation than set’,426 which would focus attention on the 
action and characters. 
 One cast member who has historically appeared in retellings of the plot, but is 
notably absent in this reception, is the father of the Danaids. In Big Love, Mee rejects 
the character of Danaus, which I find strange. The surviving information of 
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Aeschylus’ trilogy, the academic arguments that have been discussed earlier in this 
chapter and the diachronic receptions of the plot, all indicate, as I argue, that he is a 
significant figure. Yet while Danaus is absent as a dramatis persona from Mee’s play, 
some facets of his character and reactions are absorbed into the girls’ personalities, in 
particular, Thyona. In fact, through Thyona, Danaus’ paternal voice and reasoning are 
filtered and manifest themselves as a strong feminist stance, reflecting the desire that 
Danaus holds in other productions that the girls should not marry their cousins. 
Thyona is also the one who suggests that their only escape is through the murder of 
their potential husbands and actively encourages the girls to follow through with the 
act. As discussed previously in this chapter, it is often suggested that Danaus was the 
instigator of this idea and that he does so for his own survival, perhaps deceiving the 
girls. In Big Love, there is no deception or fatherly input, but a woman’s reaction to 
being cornered and desperate to escape. 
 The name ‘Danaus’ is not used on stage, but there is a reference to the girls’ 
father being the one responsible for the intended marriage. Lydia explains that he had 
made a wedding contract to give them away to their American - Greek cousins and 
that it cannot be contested in their country. This keeps in line with the reasoning that 
takes place in Aeschylus’ Suppliants for reasons why the girls are unable to escape the 
marriage in their own homeland. Once Constantine enters, he provides us with an 
insight into the situation by claiming that they are all betrothed; the deal which took 
place a long time ago, but there is no mention of a war or oracle. In fact, the girls in 
Mee’s adaptation are presented as if they are having a childish tantrum rather than 
vehemently objecting to the marriage out of a sense of foreboding, as they do in 





Lydia: We were to be married to our cousins, and 
well, we didn’t want to, but  
we had to, so 
when the wedding day came 






Metaphysics and divine intervention play no part in Big Love—the gods are 
completely omitted from this adaptation of the plot. While Purcărete chose to involve 
an increased divine element to suggest that either fate, or the hand of a god, is part of 
the reasoning behind why the murders take place, Mee implies that the onus was on 
humanity by eliminating references to deities. In fact, the trial scene in which scholars 
believe Aphrodite appeared, now involves the old woman, Bella, thus highlighting the 
individual and the community’s responsibility for the outcomes.   
 Whereas in most versions of the plot, it is the community of Argos who rally to 
the aid of the Danaids and supposedly fight for them, in Big Love, the Italians—who 
take on the role of the Argives—fail to fully defend the girls. The Pelgasus character is 
played by Piero, the Italian homeowner. While the group he represents is much 
smaller than Argos, Piero faces the same dilemma as in Aeschylus’ original - does he 
give the girls shelter without knowing the full situation and be responsible for the 
consequences that come with his decision? Rather than be persuaded by the imperative 
to respect suppliants and by fear of repercussions from the gods, it is the girls’ 
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insistence that makes him open his home to them. Mee opts to retain the girls will kill 
themselves if they are unable to be protected, which appears in Suppliants (607-610), 
although Thyona goes one step further by aggressively threatening that it will be a 
very visible display of suicide: 
 
If you don’t take us in, 
my sisters and I will hang ourselves here on your terrace: 




In Suppliants, the Pelgasus character gains the support of the Argive people so that all 
Argives are bound to protect the Danaids and (depending on what reconsctruction of 
the trilogy you opt for) may have been to supposed to lay their lives down to defend 
the immigrants. But instead, in Big Love, Piero is in sole control. When the brothers 
arrive, he tries to negotiate with the men, on behalf of the girls, but fails to work out a 
compromise. Mee’s decision to deviate from Aeschylus’ surviving plot line here is 
interesting. In most receptions of this story, Pelgasus goes into battle for the Danaids, 
but is killed, with the result that Aegyptus’ sons can have their brides. But in Mee’s 
play, the Pelasgus figure does not attempt to fight the men in order to protect the girls 
and instead chooses to hold a meeting to arrange a settlement. He is unable to 
convince Constantine to change his mind or opt for an alternative arrangement. 
Feebly, Piero, and the community he represents, fail to provide support for the girls. 
 Many themes apparent in Aeschylus’s extant Suppliants, and probably the rest 
of his trilogy, reappear in their contemporary dramatic receptions. It is clear that 
ethnicity, the rights of those seeking asylum and what grounds should asylum be 
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given, all play a key part in Aeschylus’ play. Bakewell sees Suppliants as a tragedy 
explicitly addressing ancient immigration and asylum, for it resembles the socio-
political landscape in Athens at the time. In his book, Supplicant Women: The Tragedy 
of Immigration, Bakewell claims that fifth-century Athenians were becoming 
increasingly conscious of their collective identity, self-definition and the exclusion of 
others, most likely because there had been a large-scale influx of immigrants into their 
city-state.
429
  This would imply that Aeschylus may have used his trilogy to comment 
on this contemporary and topical situation. The play allows the opportunity to explore 
the advantages and disadvantages of assisting foreigners and also poses what has 
become a diachronic, indeed eternal question: should we intervene? 
 It is of course not only the ancient Greeks who have dealt with this moral 
dilemma. Immigration is an issue which the majority of civilizations have had to 
address and certainly resonates with audiences today, in 2016 even more painfully 
than at the time Purcărete and Mee were writing.While Purcărete did not consciously 
intend to create a production about assistance to foreigners, in some way his work did 
provide an arena for a discussion about immigration, a constant preoccupation of any 
French audience in the mid-1990s.
430
 The government had made legislative changes in 
terms of who could migrate to France and what defines an asylum seeker, which 
meant there were a large number of illegal immigrants within the country who were 
unable to obtain residence permits. Les Danaïdes inspires a debate about providing 
assistance to foreigners, and their social integration, in a similar vein to Aeschylus’ 
play. This was particularly noticeable in the costumes of the various ethnic groups.  
 Purcărete’s Danaids appeared alien and unusual at the beginning of the 
production. They were covered from head to toe in a dark blue dress, with a Muslim 
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‘burka’ style of head covering, and their faces concealed by masks. As the production 
progressed, they disrobed; they removed their masks when the protection of the 
Argive people was announced by Pelasgus. The girls subsequently revealed white and 
light tan-colored loose clothing and their visible faces lent them a humane aspect, 
making it easier for them to be absorbed into the Argive community. They started to 
demonstrate their foreignness again, through costume, once they were captured by the 
Egyptians. The girls prepared themselves for the wedding night by donning large 
white dresses over their slips. While these dresses, being white, should symbolically 
have indicated purity, they in fact made the Danaids appear ghostly, like ‘brides of 
death’. Just prior to the arrival of Aegyptus’ sons, they veiled themselves again; this 
created a ghoulish and horror-filled atmosphere, increased by their wails and groaning, 
in the audience who knew what crime they intended to commit.
431
 
 The sons of Aegyptus certainly come across as alien in comparison to the 
Argives. Pelasgus is our only Argive representative and dresses in a civilized way, 
with a black overcoat and crutches. The Egyptians appear formidable and primitive in 
contrast. Their chests are bare, and even hairless in most cases, matching their bald 
scalps and beardless faces. Their lower halves are dressed in cream trousers covered 
by a long, voluminous, skirt that is a vivid orange. As mentioned above, the character 
of Danaus is quite similar in appearance to the Egyptians. He too has a bald head and a 
bare chest but, perhaps to signify age, he is bearded and wears no colourful skirt, just 
plain, neutral-toned voluminous trousers. It is quite evident from costume alone from 
the point of view of the Argives and the audience the Egyptians foreigners, who have 
arrived in a civilized society. Their appearance stands out, and alongside the action, 
shows the struggle between two conflicting cultures. I believe that this would resonate 
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with most audience members no matter which country they are from or in which 
country they view the play. Steve Wilmer claimed of the Dublin performance, “Their 
costumes, which looked Islamic, immediately evoked parallels with Islamic refugees 
in Bosnia during the recent war”,432 and for a French audience in 1996, the parallels 
would certainly have resounded.  
 In Big Love, however, Mee is much more overt with his discussion of 
immigration and asylum. Mee often admits that he has written politically charged 
plays,
433
 and this one is no exception. In his adaptation, Mee seems to discuss the 
American attitude to offering assistance to those in need and takes a critical view of 
American ‘involvement’ in foreign affairs. It is not just through costumes that we see 
the difference between the collectives on stage. The opening scene in Big Love sets the 
tone for the rest of the production, with a disheveled Lydia undoing her wedding dress, 
discarding everything underneath and slipping into a bath - clearly after enduring a 
traumatic experience. She is behaving like a woman released from constraints. She is 
cleansed and, at the same time, unchained by disrobing. She finds comfort in her new 
surroundings rather than fear. Much later on in the play, when the brothers enter, they 
are dressed in American military uniforms as if armed for a battle. Yet, underneath, 
they already have their tuxedos on, insinuating that they were ready to claim the spoils 
of war and that their marriage was a part of the booty.  Mee describes the charaters’ 
clothing in the script, and I feel that it is highly significant.
434
 The design invokes the 
idea of forced marriages and war brides, with women being objectified and taken 
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without their consent. The character, Olympia even makes reference to the girls being 
like spoils of war.
435
  
 As the play progresses, the girls meet with Piero, the Pelasgus figure, and try to 
convince him to let them stay. The dialogue in this scene is manipulated by Mee to 
give the impression that the characters are not only discussing their claim of asylum 
but also airing the thoughts and opinions of many Americans on foreign aid. In 
response to the girls’ claim of asylum, Piero states, ‘I can’t take in every refugee who 
comes into my garden....I would have a refugee camp here in my home.’ Piero adds 
that he is unable to open his doors to the whole world; Lydia points out that those who 
do grant asylum are generous. Mee is conducting a debate on immigration and asylum 
through this dialogue. Piero’s situation represents the dilemma that many affluent 
countries face and raises a number of questions. How much support can be given 
without being detrimental to your own community’s resources? Do we abandon those 
who need our assistance, and ask for it, out of fear for our own preservation? Is it 
easier just to ignore pleas for aid? There are many suggestions within the script that 
Mee is criticizing the American approach to these issues and this would certainly have 
had an impact on his original audience, causing them to reflect on their own views on 
the topic.  
 Mee is also highly critical of stereotypical male ideals of masculinity. His 
critique is embodied in his characterization of Aegyptus’ sons, in particular, 
Constantine and Oed. Their behaviour and dialogue, while at times so exaggerated that 
it is comical, is disturbing in the way it expresses American arrogance and 
compacency. Mee outlines what he sees as quintessential American boldness and 
sense of entitlement in the language of Constantine:  
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I am an American now, Olympia. 
I am not afraid of your uncle 
Do you watch television? 




These lines evoke memories of the many wars in which Americans have intervened. 
Just prior to the premiere of Big Love, the Kosovo war had finally been ‘resolved’.  
Large waves of Kosovar refugees looking for asylum had flooded Balkan countries in 
their own neighbourhood, and had also arrived in nations much further afield, 
including France, Switzerland, and Great Britain. The consensual view of the 
international community which sent military support was that their participation in the 
war was on moral grounds. The unrest, and the claim that ethnic cleansing was taking 
place in the region,
437
 precipitated what was seen as a humanitarian crisis. The rest of 
the United Nations membership states had to make the decision whether to step in or 
sit back and not get involved. On this occasion the United States did intervene, despite 
having refused to help in a number of horrific situations that were occurring around 
the same time, especially in Africa. I believe this questioning of who deserves 
intervention, and on what grounds, would have been at the forefront of Mee’s mind 
and that of the audience. The issue would have been reinforced by the plethora of lines 
within the production that explicitly mention war, violence and mistreatment not just 
in the sphere of the play but around the world.  As Constantine trenchantly puts it, 
                                                          
436
 From Mee’s script at: http://www.charlesmee.org/big-love.shtml.  
437
 It was ruled by a United Nations court in 2001 that Serbian troops were not committing genocide but 
instead were trying to forcibly remove the Albanian ethnic group from Kosovo. For more on this: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/1530781.stm (last accessed 23/11/15). 
 211 
 
‘You say you do not want to be taken against your will. People are taken against their 
will every day......Time itself is an act of rape. Life is rape’.438 
 
10. Conclusions 
Les Danaïdes and Big Love are, both visually and audibly, graphically violent plays. In 
Greek tragedy, the convention was for the most violent and horrifying acts to take 
place off stage and be reported back to the audience via a messenger or witness, or 
occasionally (as in the case of Clytemnestra in Agamemnon) by the perpetrator. The 
closest an ancient audience would have got physically to the acts of violence was 
when the results of those acts were revealed, for example when Polymestor crawls 
onto the stage, blinded, in Euripides’ Hecuba, or when corpses are brought in on the 
eccyclema. Aeschylus’ final Danaid tragedy, if we follow the reconstructions 
suggested by the scholars we reviewed at the beginning of this chapter, would 
presumbably have needed to reveal the corpses fairly early on in the production, 
perhaps on the eccyclema or carried on in a cortege. However, in the recent 
adaptations, the playwrights have chosen to show the horror live on stage and also 
progressively to build up to these deeds with the insertion of other violent moments. 
 Both plays make it clear that the girls are using violence only in response to 
violence. They are reacting to the male aggression that takes place first and are using 
murder as a final resort. In Les Danaïdes, the entrance of the girls shows how 
frightened they are. All fifty move as one, using their suitcases as barricades and 
huddled together. They are scared of the violence that will arrive with the entrance of 
the sons of Aegyptus. In comparison, the movements of the Egyptians are menacing 
and sinister. Their speed is erratic, as if trying to capture animals. The girls and 
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audience are shown how aggressive the male cousins which is revealed in the battle 
with Pelasgus. In a cold-hearted fashion, they dump the body of Pelasgus in glee and 
as a warning. When they finally capture the girls, each Egyptian throws their chosen 
Danaid aggressively over his shoulder like a prize. The violence escalates when the 
girls are physically threatened by the men. Each man grabs their Danaid by the back of 
their heads and aggressively tells her that she is now his. This scene is very 
reminiscent of men dominating women in domestic violence cases. The girls are made 
to feel like worthless objects and are physically abused. Rather than portraying the 
girls as calculated killers, the impression from this scene is that the girls would be 
ultimately driven to commit violence in reaction to their treatment, with or without 
their father’s input. Indeed, they explicitly announce that they will seek vengeance for 
this barbaric conduct. 
 Big Love also stages an acceleration of violence. There are three naturally 
aggressive characters within the collectives of cousins: Thyona, Constantine and Oed. 
Thyona is a naturally hostile character with a violent streak. She is prone to aggressive 
outbursts, even prior to the murders. While the other two girls settle into their new 
surroundings, she hurls plates that were wedding gifts against the wall in frustration at 
their situation. She holds quite extreme views on men, scathingly claiming: 
 
The male 
The male is a biological accident  
an incomplete female 
the product of a damaged gene.
439
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Her opinion of men is devastatingly low. Shockingly, she would rather carry out a 
violent act out on a male newborn in order to prevent any future violence from any 
man,  claiming that ‘boy babies should be flushed down the toilet at birth’. Thyona 
explicitly announces that since the girls have been abandoned by everyone they have 
turned to for help, they are now on their own. This is a turning-point in the play 
because they become autonomous and are a law unto themselves. They are no longer 
bound by the rules or social norms of either their own country or the country they find 
themselves in. Thyona outlines a new code to live by:  
 
these men who force themselves upon us, 
we will meet force with force 




In comparison with Purcărete’s adaptation, this play portrays male violence as much 
more problematic than female. This is manifested in a number of ways. On the one 
hand, there are Constantine’s vicious threats. The character spends much of the play 
verbally abusing the girls and discussing, at great lengths, the violent acts that he could 
commit: 
 
  What is it that you women want 
  you want to be strung up with hoods and gags and blindfolds 
  stretched out on a board with weights on your chest 
  you want me to sew your legs to the bed 
                                                          
440
 From Mee’s script at: http://www.charlesmee.org/big-love.shtml.  
 214 
 
  and pour gasoline on you 




As I have previously mentioned, the character of Constantine reveals an air of 
entitlement and arrogance. He exerts his dominance through aggressively inciting fear 
of what he may do. On the other hand, Oed is not as articulate as his brothers and takes 
primitive pleasure in violently throwing saw blades and displaying a generally 
destructive attitude. Mee describes his behavior in the stage directions: 
 
Oed rips off his shirt and throws it to the floor, picks up circular saw 
blades, one after another, from a pile of saw blades, and hurls them 
across the stage so they stick in the side of another building that has 
been wheeled into place, yelling, for no good reason other than that he 
has gotten himself worked up; he is hopping mad, throwing a saw 





Mee’s characterization seems to imply that violence is completely ingrained within 
society and that we are unable to escape it. It is suppressed until it is called upon, 
whether it is needed for self-defence or for combat. But once the violent impulses are 
released, it is hard to subdue them again. This is typical of the pyschological 
experiences of many soldiers post- deployment.
443
 It must be an important issue to 
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Mee since it is discussed in a speech made by Constantine about the dealing with the 
violence of warfare and what happens to soldiers when they return home: 
 
  …when push comes to shove 
  and people need defending 
  then no one wants a good guy any more 
  then they want a man who can fuck someone up 
  who can go to his target like a bullet… 
  …and then when it's over 
  suddenly 
  when this impulse isn't called for any longer 
  a man is expected to put it away 
  carry on with life 
  as though he didn't have such impulses  
  or to know that, if he does 
  he is a despicable person 
  and so it may be that when a man turns this violence on a 
  woman 
  in her bedroom 
  or in the midst of war 
  slamming her down, hitting her, 
  he should be esteemed for this  
  for informing her  
  about what it is that civilization really contains…444 
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The threat of male violence over women, and their fear of men, is prominent in both 
plays; the difference is that Purcărete implies this more through movement, while Mee 
uses aggressive dialogue and moments where the characters ‘speechify’ violent 
ideas.
445
 It encourages the audience to feel sympathy for the Danaids, until they in turn 
become agents of violence in the final scenes. 
 Both Purcărete and Mee decided to insert an additional scene which shows the 
Danaids preparing themselves for their new husbands. Purcărete’s Danaids, after 
ritualistically washing themselves, adorn themselves with simple, spectral dresses; 
Mee’s girls beautify themselves by apply their makeup as if putting on war paint, an 
analogy suggested by the stage directions, “the girls dress to kill”.446 In both 
productions, the murder weapons are household objects: forks and kitchen knives.
447
 
However, each director suggests a different interpretation of the murders. Purcărete, 
perhaps in a small nod to Greek theatre, has the murders take place on stage but hidden 
from view. The Danaids’ wedding dresses become tents to house each couple, which 
allows there to be a revelation scene, for the audience, once the murders have taken 
place. The bodies are revealed from underneath the dresses; each dead man is 
positioned sitting up straight, wrapped up in white cloth with the fork stuck in his 
mouth. The bizarre murder weapon and this grotesque tableau render the scene 
disgustingly horrific. During the wedding scene in Big Love, what initially could be 
seen as playful actions of couples in love soon start to take on a sinister element. 
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Thyona and Constantine become quite forceful with one another and the violence 
between the couple becomes highly sexualized, as described in this stage direction: 
 
  He takes off his jacket 
  as though to start a real fight with her. 
  She pulls up her wedding dress 
  to show her bare butt to him 
  and to do a seductive-hostile butt dance 




As this progresses, the other couples (with the exception of Lydia and Nikos) begin to 
adopt similar violence. Mee certainly intended that the violence of this scene be built 
up cumulatively and unrelentingly, since he makes the following suggestion in the 
script for the visual communication of the bridegrooms’ enjoyment of extreme 
savagery: 
 
one groom lying across two chairs—his head on one, his feet on the 
other, 
dropping bowling balls on his stomach and letting them roll onto the 
floor 
one groom on his back on the ground, 
a board filled with nails resting on his naked chest; 
another groom putting an anvil on the board, 
and then hammering the anvil with a sledgehammer 
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one groom with his feet locked into moon boots nailed to the ground 




Instead of Purcărete’s forks as the murder weapons, Mee selects kitchen knives, with 
Thyona taking first blood and stabbing Constantine. Mee makes it clear that he wants 
the scene to be bloody and horrific for the audience. The shocking nature of this scene 
is provided with a contrast by Lydia and Nikos, who give in to their love of each other 
and lie in an embrace to the side of the stage, oblivious to what is taking place. 
 It is challenging for a modern audience to understand the Danaids in these 
adaptations and make sense of the murders. Both Purcărete and Mee provide 
information showing that the women are genuinely fearful, understanding what fate 
befalls them and the violence that they may be subject to if the men are left to their 
own devices. It is reasonable to expect that these women have been driven to commit 
these atrocious acts out of frustration and fear. But there is a disorienting lack of 
remorse in both productions. Purcărete’s girls become almost demonic, laughing and 
reveling in their deeds, while Mee’s Thyona is unrepentant and Olympia seems 
confused.  
 The debate on punishment is then brought into the productions. In Les 
Danaïdes, the Danaids and Danaus are punished by the gods for their atrocities. No 
trial takes place for Hypermnestra but she is spared from the hell that the other girls 
are put through. This is in contrast to Big Love, which includes a trial scene in a nod to 
one of the many hypothesized versions of the play. Mee shifts the focus in his version 
onto the role of humanity in these situations. Punishment is not in the control of the 
gods but is mankind’s responsibility. Thyona protests that Lydia is in the wrong and 
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insists that justice needs to be served. Once again, she assumes the role which we can 
imagine Danaus adopted towards Hypermnestra, claiming Lydia is the one who should 
be tried: 
 
You go behind our backs. 
You break your promise. 
You betray your sisters, 
and you're sorry? 
In any civilized society 
you would be put on trial. 





Mee’s Thyona here ignores that, if they were ‘in any civilized society’, she and 
Olympia would be on trial for homicide; perhaps this is his way of showing Thyona’s 
deluded and violent attitude again. Bella declares that Lydia must be acquitted because 
“love trumps all. Love is the highest law,”451 but this sounds trite and scarcely 
supported by the same authority and gravitas that a judge such as Aphrodite could 
have lent the sentiment. By turning the focus at the end of the play onto the lack of 
assistance from the community and their failure to protect the girls in the first place, 
Mee brings the audience back to the discussion of asylum, but now adds the question, 
what defines justice? 
 
                                                          
450
 From Mee’s script at: http://www.charlesmee.org/big-love.shtml.  
451
 From Mee’s script at: http://www.charlesmee.org/big-love.shtml.  
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11. Back to Aeschylus 
In conclusion, how can our analysis of these two modern adaptations of Aeschylus’ 
trilogy help us when we turn back to the highly problematic original Greek text and 
fragments? The extant play, Suppliants, is frustratingly inexplicit about the contents of 
the other plays in the tetralogy, but is also bewildering as a ‘standalone’ tragedy. As 
Burian points out in the introduction to his translation of Suppliants, the play fails to 
follow even some of the most familiar conventions of Greek tragedy. There is no one 
hero or lead individual in the work; instead it deals with a number of collectives.
452
 
Garvie and Sommerstein both argue that the play appears so unusual because 
Aeschylus was consciously experimenting.
453
 Tragedy usually focuses on individuals 
but instead here the chorus are the lead character. There also appears to be no tragic 
mistake (hamartia), no epic downfall or dramatic denouement to the piece.  The fact 
that there seems to be no singular dominant theme within The Suppliants, apart from 
supplication, makes it difficult to imagine what took place in the rest of the trilogy. 
The production can easily come across as a ‘filler’ piece that does not give us much 
information about what precedes it and what occurs afterwards.  Our minds are 
probably too closed to the sheer diversity of early Greek theatre when we attempt to 
reconstruct it using patterns we have inferred from the tiny quantity of extant plays. 
This in turn leaves us with a number of questions concerning the trilogy. 
 What is the trilogy ultimately all about? Is it a story about a group of women 
and their own beliefs on marriage, or is it a tale of petty conflict between brothers 
(Danaus and Aegyptus) where their children are collateral damage? If we following 
the widely accepted plot suggestions for the final play in the trilogy, are the girls 
committing the acts out of piety to their father, are they brainwashed, or is there some 
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other explanation or reasoning behind it all? If Hypermnestra was a character in 
Aeschylus' play, should the audience see her as a brave individual standing up for 
what she believes is right, like Antigone, or as a disobedient daughter/sister? 
Ultimately, what did Aeschylus wanted his audience to walk away with? Surely he 
wouldn't have agreed with the murder of the bridegrooms, so does he want to prove 
that behaviour such as this will be punished? If so, what form would that take? Torture 
in the underworld? Or perhaps, for women so determined not to marry, being forced 
into a new arrangement with local Argives may have been punishment enough? 
 In my view, Suppliants offers the start of a debate about whether it is right to 
get involved in other people’s situations and the ramifications of such involvement. 
The character of Pelasgus is clearly torn between protecting his city from starting a 
war or coming to the aid of those who potentially share the same ancestry. As a leader, 
do you risk offending the gods by looking after your dependents or assist unknowns 
that may lead to dangerous consequences? If Suppliants was the first play in the 
trilogy, I could imagine that the repercussions of this decision would continue on 
throughout the next two plays. But my interpretation, of the tragic trilogy and satyr 
play, like that of other academics, is pure (if educated) conjecture.  
 The modern playwrights discussed in this chapter are not doing philological 
puzzles, but trying to see how the limited remains of the ancient scripts can be turned 
into compelling contemporary theatre (an aim of which I am sure Aeschylus would 
have approved). Both have a love of Greek drama and of working with the ideas of the 
playwrights, a passion summed up thus by Charles Mee: 
 
Unlike Western theatre since Ibsen, which has been essentially a theatre 
of staged texts, the Greeks employed spectacle, music, and dance or 
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physical movement, into which text was placed as one of the elements 
of theatre. The complexity and richness of form reflected a complexity 




They took very different approaches to the material available. Purcărete stitched the 
pieces of the trilogy into a new dramatic fabric, allowing Aeschylus' voice to emerge 
more clearly by adding in lines from his other plays.  Mee preferred to modernize his 
adaptation and develop ideas that were probably not realized on Aeschylus' stage. The 
two playwrights, either consciously or subconsciously, both seem to acknowledge in 
their productions the fragmented nature of the trilogy’s existential status: Purcărete's 
group dialogues were often broken up by the interruption of the gods, and the speeches 
of the Danaids in particular comes across as unnatural and jarring. In Big Love, the 
characters are constantly talking over each other, going off topic and often leaving 
sentences unfinished. While they may not be seen as the dominant themes in the 
trilogy by scholars, these adapted plays investigate the consequences of women fleeing 
from their impending forced marriages and their treatment in the land in which they 
seek shelter. They gain and then lose asylum in their new country, face death from 
their own people if they refuse to return, and must constantly fight to have their voices 
heard, producing their belief that violence must be met with violence. These are 
universal themes that lay dormant in the fragmented trilogy but now have been given a 
new voice through the work of Sivilu Purcărete and Charles Mee. They restore a 
narrative with which many patriarchal cultures have had to deal, and will continue to 
do. These productions leave a modern audience questioning what has changed since 
Aeschylus' time and what are our ethical values when faced with a group claiming 
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political asylum. Do we jeopardize our own security to assist others? How far should 
we go to defend others against the injustices of their culture? Is violence ever the 
answer? Ultimately the plot, whether in Aeschylus, Purcărete or Mee, puts the 








With Euripides’ Hypsipyle we are in a similar position as we are in relation to 
Sophocles’ satyr play Ichneutae, since a sufficiently substantial proportion of the 
tragedy has survived on papyrus for us to have clear insights into its plot and tone. We 
know more about Hypsipyle than about almost all of Euripides fragmentary plays. The 
bulk of surviving text, in a similar fashion to Ichneutae, was discovered on papyri by 
Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt.
455
 The extant pieces are fairly mutilated but they 
certainly provide us with segments from a number of different scenes, which can be 
put back together by a process of academic detective work or by experimental 
playwrights.  
 In this chapter, I will discuss the allure of the partially preserved text of a 
tragedy by examining, first, the evidence for Euripides’ play and other notable 
versions of the Hypsipyle myth. I will also examine the ordering, allocation and 
context of the fragments. Exploration of this information is important to our 
understanding of the theatre works by Tasos Roussos and David Wiles, which are 
discussed in the second part of the chapter, because both men had conducted 
substantial scholarly enquiries. I intend to show that even with a large amount of 
surviving textual material, contemporary playwrights can take quite different 
approaches in their productions. In the case of Roussos and Wiles, the major 
difference is that while one attempts to create a seamless version, the other pays 
homage to the fragmented nature of the plot. 
                                                          
455
 Discussed in the chapter on the Ichneutae; see above, pp. 31-32. 
 225 
 
   
2. The Evidence for Euripides’ Hypsipyle and Prior Scholarly Engagement 
The date of Euripides’ premiere of Hypsipyle has been much debated. The play is 
named alongside the lost Antiope and the surviving Phoenician Women by a scholiast 
on Aristophanes’ Frogs 53, which makes it highly likely that they were performed in a 
group at the same competition. Although they are not explicitly said to have been part 
of a trilogy or tetralogy, scholars including Vellacott, Lesky and Morwood,
456
 for 
example, prefer to assume that the plays were interconnected. The same scholion 
indicates that these plays were produced shortly before Aristophanes’ Frogs (almost 
certainly dated to 405 BC
457
) and after Andromeda (almost certainly 412 and certainly 
before Thesmophoriazusae). We can therefore be fairly sure of the approximate date of 
the production of Hypsipyle, Antiope and Phoenician Women, i.e. late in Euripides’ 
career, between 410 and 406.  
 Within this time frame, certain years have been excluded by some scholars.  
Wilamowitz, for example, strongly believed that it was impossible that the plays was 
performed in 407 BC since  Euripides was said in some ancient sources to have been 
in Macedonia during that period;
458
 Collard, Cropp and Gibert exclude 408 BC, since 
if all three tragedies had been produced together, this would have clashed with the 
known 408 premiere of Orestes.
459
 Webster therefore asserts that Hypsipyle was 
performed between 411 BC and 409 BC, concluding that it was most likely to have 
been 410 BC;
460
 interestingly, the two writers of the modern interpretations of 
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Hypsipyle discussed later on in this chapter both favour 407/8 BC.
461
 While 
chronology, if certain, can be very helpful, I must admit to some skepticism about how 
much it actually matters when and in what company any ancient tragedy was 
performed, especially since scholars often forget that there were venues alternative to 
the City Dionysia (for example the Lenaea), especially towards the latter end of the 5
th
 
century when we know that plays were also staged in rural Attic deme theatres.
462
 
Moreover, the scholia could be highly misleading. Yet when the surviving material 
from the plot is compared with other complete plays certainly dated to this period of 
Euripides’ career, we can see some similarities which makes the decision to allocate 
the time period of 411-406 more than plausible. 
 In 1889, Nauck’s Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta only presented the 
nineteen short book fragments that were available,
463
 but it was with the 
archaeological discovery of P.Oxy. 852,
464
 again by Grenfell and Hunt, which gives us 
the majority of text for the lost play. The finds were published in 1908 and showed the 
discovery of a significant amount of material that could be attributed to the beginning, 
middle and end of the production. Despite corruption of the papyrus, a reconstruction 
can be made from various indicators including consistency in the layout of the text, 
notations that are found in the margin and, as pointed out by Collard, Cropp and 
Gibert, the content of the document on the back of which the play had been written.
465 
In addition, the discovery of the highly corrupt papyrus hypothesis P.Oxy. 2455—with 
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supplementary information from P.Oxy. 3652—has assisted the detective work of 




Hypsipyle, which begins, ‘Dionysus, who with thyrsuses and  
fawnskins’, and the plot (is as follows): 
(a dozen lines largely lost) 
...Amphiaraus......arriving... 
...putting the?...... showed the spring...of/by a 
serpent... ... the sons who had been born(or had come) 
...had arrived <in the> vicinity in search of their mother, and 
having lodged with Lycurgus’ wife they were keen to compete 
in the funeral games for the boy. And she having accepted the 
aforesaid youths as guests approved them but planned to kill  
their mother as having killed <the> child on purpose. But when 
Amphiaraus...... <she?> thanked him...
467 
 
Hypsipyle seems prima facie to fit in well with Euripides’ later plays, since it 
incorporates epic themes and expands on the conventional scope of tragic plays. The 
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play is rooted deeply within traditional classical myth, being connected to the story of 
Jason and the Argo, as well as the war waged by the Seven against Thebes. But it also 
constituted a ‘rescue drama’ or ‘escape plot’ with elements akin to Euripides’ 
Iphigenia in Tauris and Helen. Prior to the discovery of the papyri fragments the only 
surviving elements were testimonia and the later writings of mythographers. 
Apollodorus’ Bibliotheca outlines the story of Hypsipyle’s life in Lemnos in the 
discussion of Jason and the Golden Fleece. It claims that the women of Lemnos 
refused to honor Aphrodite and therefore, as punishment, she cursed them all with an 
unpleasant smell that caused their husbands to reject their wives and instead start 
sexual relationships with captive women from Thrace. In their fury, the women of 
Lemnos murdered their husbands and fathers. Hypsipyle, refused to kill her father, 
Thoas and, instead, hid him. When Jason landed on Lemnos, Hypsipyle had become 
queen. They embarked on a brief relationship before Jason continued on his journey. 




With Jason as captain, these men put to sea and landed on the island of 
Lemnos. It happened that Lemnos at that time was empty of men and 
ruled by Hypsipyle daughter of Thoas for the following reason. The 
Lemnian women did not honor Aphrodite, so she afflicted them with an 
awful smell. For this reason their husbands took female captives from 
nearby Thrace and brought them into their beds. Because they were 
dishonored, the Lemnian women killed their fathers and husbands. 
Hypsipyle alone hid her father Thoas and saved him. Having landed on 
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Lemnos at that time when it was ruled by women, the Argonauts slept 





In his Fabulae, Hyginus, elaborates on story by stating that Hypsipyle put her father 
on a ship in order for him to escape the massacre. The mythographer goes on to say 
that after the Argonauts departed, the women of Lemnos discovered that Hypsipyle 
spared her father and attempted to kill her as punishment. She escaped the island but 
was captured by pirates and sold as a slave to King Lycurgus. 
 
The women on the island of Lemnos had not made a sacrifice to Venus 
for some years, and she grew in her anger made their husbands scorn 
them and take Thracian women as new wives. The Lemnian women, 
also goaded on by Venus, conspired and killed every last male on the 
island. Only Hypsipyle did not take part and secretly put her father, 
Thoas, on a ship; he was driven by a storm to the Taurian peninsula.  
Meanwhile the Argonauts were sailing along and eventually came to 
Lemnos. The gatekeeper, Iphinoe, saw them and announced their arrival 
to Queen Hypsipyle. Her aged advisor, Polyxo, recommended that she 
bind them to their hearth and home. Hypsipyle and Jason had sons, 
Euneus and Deipylus. There they dallied at some length until Hercules 
berated them and they left.  
As for the Lemnian women, after they learned that Hypsipyle had saved 
her father, they tried to kill her, but she fled. She was picked up by 
pirates and taken to Thebes, where she was sold into the service of King 
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Lycurgus. All the Lemnian women who became pregnant by an 




Later on in Fabulae, Hyginus retells how Hypsipyle was found in Nemea by the seven 
chieftains who were on their way to attack Thebes. There, she was the nursemaid to 
Opheltes, King Lycurgus’ son. Hyginus claims that King Lycurgus knew of an oracle 
that had warned his son should not be put on the ground until he was able to walk. The 
mythographer implies that Hypsipyle may have known about this warning, for when 
she needs to the put the child down to show the chieftains the spring, she rests the boy 
on a thick patch of parsley. While she is showing the men the water, a serpent that was 
guarding the spring attacks the infant. The seven men kill the serpent but the boy is 
already devoured. They appealed to Lycurgus on Hypsipyle’s behalf; Hyginus, 
however, does not tell us whether she is spared. Hyginus then claims that funeral 
games were established, in honor of Opheltes, which in Hyginus’ time were still being 
performed every four years with the victors receiving crowns of parsley  (the historical 
‘Nemean Games’).  
 
The seven generals were on their way to attack Thebes when they came 
to Nemea, where Hypsipyle, Thoas’ daughter, was enslaved to King 
Lycurgus, whose son Archemorus (or Ophites) she was nursing. She 
had received an oracle that warned her not to put the boy down on the 
earth before he could walk. So the seven generals who were going to 
Thebes came to Hypsipyle in search of water and asked her to show 
them where they could find some. Afraid to put the boy down on the 
earth, she placed him instead in a deep patch of parsley that sat next to 
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the spring. While she was drawing water for them, the serpent that was 
guarding the spring devoured the boy. Adrastus and the others killed the 
serpent, appealed to Lycurgus on Hypsipyle’s behalf, and established 
funeral games in the boy’s honor. These games still occur every fourth 




Apollodorus also continues Hypsipyle’s story later on in his accounts. He has a similar 
version of events to Hyginus but embellishes it with additional details. He suggests 
that on the discovery of Hypsipyle’s betrayal, the Lemnian women put her father to 
death; instead of fleeing and being captured by pirates, she was sold into slavery by 
her countrywomen. We learn the details that Opheltes’ mother is Eurydice and that 
Amphiaraus sees the death as a sign foreboding the future and decreees, therefore, that 
the boy should be renamed Archemorus. Apollorous goes on to describe the first 
Nemean Games,
472
 and the sports they included—a horse race, a foot race, boxing, a 
leaping match, javelin-throwing, wrestling and archery. 
 
When they arrived in Nemea, where Lycourgos was king, they went 
looking for water. Hypsipyle showed them the way to a spring, leaving 
behind Opheltes, an infant that she was nursing, the son of Eurydice and 
Lycourgos. She was doing so because when the Lemnian women had 
found out later that she had saved Thoas, they killed him and sold 
Hypsipyle into slavery. So she was brought and served in the home of 
Lycourgos. While she was showing them the spring, the child she left 
behind was killed by a serpent. Adrastos and his men then showed up, 
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killed the serpent, and buried the boy. But Amphiaraos told them that it 
was a sign that foretold the future, and they called the boy Archemoros 
[“Beginner of Doom”]. They held in his honor the first Nemean Games. 
Adrastos was the victor in the horse race, Eteoclos in the running, 
Tydeus in boxing, Amphiaraos in jumping and discus, Laodocos in the 




The character of Hypsipyle also appears in Statius’s epic poem, Thebaid, which was 
based on The Seven against Thebes myth. The Argive forces meet Hypsipyle and, in a 
similar fashion to Hyginus and Apollordorus’ accounts, the death of the child occurs. 
What is notable about Statius is that he acknowledges that Hypsipyle had twin boys 
with Jason before becoming a slave. He reports how by chance they discover her in 
Nemea and their reconciliation prior to the Argives’ departure.  
 
Which of the High Ones solaced her calamity, balancing her tears with 
an answer to her great prayer, and brought back unlooked-for joy to sad 
Hypsipyle? You it was, Euhan, founder of the family, who had brought 
the two youths from Lemnos’ shore to Nemea, preparing a wondrous 
destiny. Their mother was the reason for their journey and the 
hospitable dwelling of Lycurgus had given them entry, when the report 
reached the king of his offspring piteously killed. So they are there as 
his companions and (oh chance and men’s minds blind to the future!) 
support the king. But as soon as Lemnos and Thoas’ name come to their 
ears, they rush through weapons and hands and, both weeping, tear their 
mother apart with greedy embraces, taking her to their bosoms in turn. 
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She stays fixed like a stony rock, her eyes unmoving, not daring to trust 
the gods she has experienced. But when she sees their faces and the 
signs of Argo on the swords Jason had left behind and Jason’s name 
inwoven on their shoulders, her sorrows left her, and overcome by so 
great a boon she collapsed, her eyes bedewed with other tears. Signs too 
were manifest in heaven, cries of tumultuous. joy and the drums and 




Later receptions of the story seemed to follow a similar pattern to those that were told 
before. The ‘Second Vatican Mythographer’ described Hypsipyle’s early days and her 
arrival in Nemea. She served Lycurgus who was the king of the region and not a priest 
as mentioned in other receptions. After the death of his son, the king, in his anger, 
wanted to exercise his ownership over Hypsipyle and threatened to sacrifice her in 
honour of his son’s death. The mythographer outlines how the Greeks intervened on 
Hypsipyle’s behalf as she had shown them to the spring. They had also received a 
message from the Oracle indicating that they would not reach Thebes if they did not 
placate the shades of Archemorus. They established funeral games in the child’s 
honour. It was during the games that the two men who won the running races were 
announced as the sons of Jason and Hypsipyle. On hearing their names she recognized 




 We cannot fully rely on these mythographic accounts of Hypsipyle’s story 
when reconstructing a lost play. They are much later sources, could be misleading in 
nature and no doubt were written with specific agendas in mind. But, alongside the 
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hypothesis, we can ascertain that there were a number of fixed elements in all the 
retellings of the story. The most notable characters drawn from the myth, besides 
Hypsipyle, were a seer called Amphiaraus (who is a significant figure in the Seven 
against Thebes myth), and the parents of the murdered child, Lycurgus and Eurydice. 
The sons of Hypsipyle also play a part, but the sources do not agree on the names of 
the boys. It seems that there was a common consensus that at least of one was named 
Euneus, for both the Apollodorus and Hyginus mention him in their work. The second 
son’s name changes with each retelling. Apollodorus claims that he was called 
Nebrophonus, while Hyginus bestows the name Deipylus upon him. However, from 
the opening scenes preserved in the surviving papyri of the text, we can ascertain that 
Euripides has named the second son Thoas.  
 To turn now to Euripides, indeed, the surviving shreds of P.Oxy. 852, 
discovered in Egypt by Grenfell and Hunt and published in 1908, seem to indicate a 
similar life story for Hypsipyle as outlined by the later mythographic receptions I have 
discussed. By combining the book fragments that were documented in Nauck with the 
papyri evidence, several scholars have tried to put them in order and create a basic 
structure for Euripides’ tragedy, most notably Bond and Collard, Cropp and Gibert. It 
is from P.Oxy. 852 fragment F759a,
476
 which is often allocated a position towards the 
end of the production, that we can see the similarities between the mythographer 
accounts and Euripides’ approach.  In this scene it appears that Hypsipyle has been 
reunited with her sons. In lines 1593 - 1628, she confirms the details about her ‘back 
story’ that may have been also mentioned at the opening of the play to set the scene, 
but we cannot be sure of this since most of that part of the play is highly corrupt or 
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lost. Hypsipyle tells her son Euneos that on Lemnos she was ordered to kill her father, 
Thoas;
477
 she refused and escaped by sea: 
 
 
Hyps.  Alas, the flight I had to flee, my son, if you 
  only knew it, from sea-girt Lemnos, because I 
 did not sever my father’s grey head! 
 
Eun. They really ordered you to kill your own father? 
 
Hyps. I feel the terror of that time’s evils - O, my 
 son, like the Gorgons they were, slaying their 
 partners in their beds! 
 
Eun. And you, how did you steal away and escape death? 
 
Hyps. I made my way to the deep-resounding shore 
 and the swelling sea, the lonely resting-place 
 of birds. 
 
We learn that she was sold into slavery by seafarers. Later on in this exchange, we also 
hear that she had once had a relationship with Jason, that their sons had been taken 
when very small to Colchis on the Argo, and that Jason had subsequently died: 
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Eun. Argo took me and him to the Colchian’s city. 
 
Hyps. Yes, you were just lately weaned from my breast! 
 
Eun. And when, mother, my father Jason died – 
 
 
This fragment suggests that there were well-known elements of the myth and 
Euripides did not divert significantly from the stories surrounding the character of 
Hypsipyle. This makes possible both positioning the fragments and creating an almost 
certain reconstruction. 
  Some scholars assume that the opening part of the play, before the first choral 
song, fell into three parts. This structure was already outlined by Grenfell and Hunt
478
  
but was supported by a number of scholars such as Collard, Cropp and Gibert, 
Wecklein and Morel.
479
  They assume it would have commenced with a lengthy 
‘programmatic’ prologue speech from Hypsipyle, an assumption based on other extant 
Euripidean plays such as Iphigenia in Tauris and Helen, as well as from the details 
contained in the extant fragments. Her dialogue might have opened with these lines: 
 
F752 (TfrG 752) 
 
Dionysus, who girt with thyruses and fawnskins 
leaps in the torch-lit dance across Parnassus with the  
Delphic maidens.... 
 
                                                          
478
 Grenfell and Hunt (1908) 19 – 106. 
479




This fragment is quoted by Aristophanes in his comedy Frogs;
480
 it is very similar to 
the beginning of the hypothesis POxy. 2455 which claims that Hypsipyle commenced 
with ‘Dionysus, who with thyrsuses and fawnskins’. In Frogs, it is Euripides himself 
who quotes the lines during his contest with fellow playwright, Aeschylus. This could 
indicate that Hypsipyle was a well-known production and the verses were already 
imprinted on audience’s consciousness. 
 In Hypsipyle’s monologue, she presumably outlined her life story prior to her 
arrival in Nemea. Papyri fragments F752a and F752b, although highly corrupt, contain 
the words ‘Lemnos’ and ‘exiled’. This implies that she provided details about her 
earlier life in her homeland and why she was forced to leave. Collard, Cropp and 
Gibert also propose that she will have expressed her despair at her life in Nemea, her 
isolation from her children and her lack of knowledge about her father’s current 
situation. In addition, they suggest that she will have announced her affection for the 
child she is now looking after,
481
 although in my view there is very little evidence to 
support this last assertion.  
 If we are to infer a pattern from Euripides’ extant late plays, we can suggest 
that Hypsipyle would have then entered the house, while her two sons arrived on 
stage. Collard, Cropp and Gibert imply that this is supported by the following 
fragment which they attribute to her son Thoas: 
 
752c (TfrG 764) 
 
Look - run your eyes up towards the sky, and take a 
look at the painted reliefs on the pediment. 
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While this is similar to a line describing the Taurians’ temple in in Euripides’ extant 
rescue play Iphigenia in Tauris,
 482
 in my view we cannot be fully certain that this was 
spoken by Thoas.  But it is plausible enough that her sons took part in a dialogue with 
Hypsipyle when she re-entered the stage to question the unknown men who have 
knocked at the door of the house.  
 Even though the production was a tragedy, we are able to see that Euripides’ 
customary humour shining through the fragments. One of the extant papyri fragments 
from the interaction between Hypsipyle and her sons also shows the playwright’s 
familiar love of dramatic irony. His contemporary audience would have known who 
the men were when they entered the stage, and therefore their true relationship with 




Was it you, young gentlemen, who knocked at the  
door? (Noticing their looks) O blessed she who bore  
you, whoever she was! 
 
We learn later on in this fragment that the gentlemen sought hospitality at the home of 
Lycurgus; from the corrupt passage at the end of this papyrus piece we can roughly 
deduce that Hypsipyle claims that there are no men in charge of the household at that 
moment. At this point, we lose a coherent flow of dialogue, but one can assume that 
the men go into the house, in accordance with the hypothesis which states that the men 
lodge with Lycurgus’ wife.  
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 The papyri fragments next pick up with Hypsipyle on stage so we assume that 
she did not leave. This brings us to the final part of the opening scene. Like many 
Euripidean heroines, she is given a lyric monody.
483
 She is singing a song, perhaps a 




These are not Lemnian songs for relieving 
the labour of weft – thread and web-stretching 
  shuttle that the muse wants me to voice, but what serves 
for a tender young boy, to lull him or charm him  
or tend to his needs - this do I tunefully sing. 
 
The surviving text then continues with the entrance of a new character. The lines are 
unassigned on the P.Oxy 852 papyrus but it has been assumed by many scholars that it 
is the introduction of the chorus, who are a group of local women.
484
 They announce 
that they have seen the approaching Argive army, and specify the name of Adrastus, 
one of the famous seven leaders who marched on Thebes. This indicates the start of 
the parodos. Corruption of the text prevents us from knowing everything that was 
discussed; however, towards the end, we have two pieces of dialogue between 
Hypsipyle and the Chorus. The former laments her situation and her longing for her 
homeland, while the interlocutor, presumably the chorus, reassures her by mentioning 
other women who have been successful overseas: 
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Hyp: ...These things, yes these, does my 
  spirit yearn to see; but as for the Danaans‘ labours, 
  let someone else acclaim them. 
 
Cho: From learned tellers I have heard the story, how in  
 the past, leaving her city and her ancestral home, 
 Phoenix’s daughter from Tyre Europa went upon the  
 waves to Crete where Zeus was raised, the sacred  
 nurse of the Kourêtes, and to her threefold harvest of  
 children left power and prosperous government 
  of the land.   
 
 The start of the first episode is marked by the Chorus hailing a new character 
who has entered the stage in F752h.
 485
 This newcomer is Amphiaraus, one of the 
seven leaders marching to Thebes, and is described by the Chorus as being 
‘distinctively dressed in Dorian clothing’.  Bond remarks that it is odd for the chorus 
to talk about his Dorian dress.  But this could be because Amphiaraus was well known 
within myth for being just and acting in moderation, in comparison to the other six 
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men who took part in the attack against Thebes; Spartan clothing was associated with 
an austere, even ascetic lifestyle.
486
 Bond suggests that that Amphiaraus’ costume 
could be representative of his moral stance, as well as closer to the Athenian dress that 
Euripides’ contemporary would have worn than the elaborate tragic costumes that 
were the norm in plays such as this.
487 
 On his arrival, Amphiaraus questions Hypsipyle about who owns the dwelling 
and whether there is running water nearby. It is then Hypsipyle’s turn to question the 
gentleman. He divulges that he is an Argive traveling with an army. Again the papyrus 
becomes fragmented and is missing a number of words. We can ascertain that 
Hypsipyle draws the conclusion that they are heading towards Thebes, since she 
makes reference to ‘Cadmus’ gates’. It would appear from the sporadic extant words 
in the next section of papyrus that Amphiaraus confirms this is his destination as well 
as disclosing his name.
 488
 The rest of this conversation has been damaged or lost with 
only a few words or lines surviving. Collard, Cropp and Gibert, as well as Bond, have 
made various suggestions about on what is said in this section of dialogue.
 489
 From a 
smattering of words, they are led to believe that Amphiaraus tells Hypsipyle that he 
has been told of his death at Thebes and needs her help to gather fresh spring water in 
order to make a sacrifice to the gods. This is perhaps confirmed by this extant line, 




Then why do you need to sacrifice if you’re going to your death? 490 
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Following what we are led to believe is Amphiaraus’ response, which involves him 
stating that it would be better to make the sacrifice because it is not hard work to 
worship the gods, the remainder of the scene has not been fully recovered. Collard, 
Cropp and Gibert suggest during their ordering of the fragments that Hypsipyle would 
agree to show Amphiaraus the spring, in line with the hypothesis, and that the chorus 
would try to dissuade her.
 491
 Fragment 753 appears to confirm that Hypsipyle agrees 
willingly to show Amphiaraus and his men the stream for it states, ‘I will show the 
Argives Achelous’ stream’, but again, the name of the character to whom the line is 
assigned has not survived and the placement of the fragment is uncertain. Despite this, 
the dialogue does seem congruent with what we would expect Hypsipyle to say for the 
play to progress. We assume the conclusion of this scene would involve Hypsipyle, 
while carrying the baby, leading Amphiaraus off stage in search of the spring.  
 While most of the next part of the play, the first stasimon, has not survived, and 
what survives is in a highly fragmented state, Collard, Cropp and Gibert feel that there 
is enough information available to claim that the chorus would have described the 
story of the Seven against Thebes and the background to Amphiaraus’ arrival. A 
number of extant words have assisted them to come to the conclusion that they 
indicate that the chorus were discussing the arrival of Polynices and Tydeus at the 
home of King Adrastus, whose name is mentioned in the fragment (F753c. 18-20). I 
am inclined to agree with this assertion as it would have been helpful to remind the 
audience of the background to the events occurring on stage.  
 What follows the stasimon has been highly debated. Cockle suggests that there 
may have been an arrival of a messenger who would bring news of the child’s death. 
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This is also believed by Bond, who proposes that when Amphiaraus arrives back on 
stage later, he has not seen Hypsipyle since the child’s death, and so she may have not 
been present when it occurred.
 492
 Collard, Cropp and Gibert hold a differing opinion, 
believing that they can ascertain from the material available that Hypsipyle arrives 
back on stage to deliver news of the tragedy herself and sings a lyrical dialogue with 
the chorus. The line is not assigned, therefore it could easily be a messenger’s, 
however, Collard, Cropp and Gibert assert it is Hypsipyle
493
 who describes the boy as 




...a spring...is shadowed (or shadows)..... 
a serpent living by it ...... fiercely staring... 
...shaking its helm, in fear? of which ...... 
shepherds......when silently? ...to do... 
...and... 
 
From the lines that are in existence, we can see that Hypsipyle then goes on to discuss 
her situation with the Chorus. She is fearful of the repercussions from the child’s death 
and contemplates fleeing: 
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Hyps.  I fear what I shall suffer for the child’s death. 
Cho.  Well, you are not inexperienced in misfortunes, poor woman. 
(Hyps.) I am aware of that myself, and shall guard against it. 
Cho.  What then have you discovered for a protection <from harm>? 
Hyps.  To flee...... 
(Cho). Where then will you turn? What community will accept you? 
Hyps.  My feet and my eagerness will determine this. 
 
The women are interrupted by a new figure who enters the stage a few lines later. It is 
assumed for no good reason by many scholars that it is Eurydice, the mother of the 
child.  Again the text is fragmented, but we can ascertain that the speaker is thinking 
about the baby Opheltes from the following lines: 
 
 
(Eur.?) Is he finishing a pleasant sleep by the doorway, or 
  is she holding the boy in her arms to stop his tears? 
 
There is a large gap between these lines and the next major coherent section. Between 
the two are a number of words that in my view are inconclusive in providing an 
adequate outline of what action is occurring. Words such as ‘libation’ and ‘kill’ feature 
in fragment F755a, which could indicate that Eurydice and Hypsipyle are discussing 
the death of the child. Collard, Cropp and Gibert suggest that these and fragments 
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F756, F756a, as well as the beginning of F757, are the continuation of a discussion 
between the two involving speeches where a grief-stricken Eurydice would react to the 
news of her son’s death. They also claim that the mother would accuse Hypsipyle of 
plotting against her and her family, to which referenced is made later on in F757 when 
Hypsipyle is retelling Eurydice’s claims against her to Amphiaraus.494 In Chong-
Gossard’s summary of Hypsipyle, he suggests that, on discovering the death of her 
son, Eurydice would tie up Hypsipyle and plan to kill her as punishment for Opheltes’ 
death, but Amphiaraus’ arrival would stop this from occurring.495 I assume this 
suggestion is based on the line in the hypothesis which states ‘... but planned to kill 
their mother as having killed <the> child on purpose’,496 but I see no other evidence to 
support this assertion. 
 The entrance of Amphiaraus in F757 indicates that we are within the trial 
scene, or a quasi-trial debate scene—a device that Euripides employed regularly.497 
Luckily we are able to obtain a significant amount of coherent material from this 
fragment. Hypsipyle makes an emotional plea to her mistress, who she is convinced 
intends to kill her as punishment for her negligence. It seems that she loses all hope of 
being spared until the seer Amphiaraus enters. He tries to convince Eurydice to be 
lenient and claims he witnessed the incident. Amphiaraus goes on to explain the 
circumstances surrounding the death, although this section becomes more and more 
fragmented as the speech continues. It seems to confirm that the serpent coiled around 
the child and on seeing this happening, Amphiaraus shot at the monster. He claims that 
the death is an omen for the Argives. His explanation is fragmented, although one 
could assume that he details that it forebodes the deaths of the Argive leaders at 
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Thebes. From the surviving words at the end of this fragment, we can conclude that he 
consoles and placates Eurydice by suggesting that the Argives bury the child. The next 
couple of fragmented lines seem to indicate that Amphiaraus announces that he will 
host a contest in the boy’s honour. We can assume that this is the creation of the 
Nemean games to which Apollodorus refers in his narration of the myth.  
 The rest of the plot is hard to decipher due to the extensive corruption of the 
evidence that has survived, although many scholars feel that they are able to ascertain 
a rough outline of what takes place. As mentioned earlier, all the source materials they 
draw on should be used with extreme caution when attempting a scholarly 
reconstruction, for they may not be based on the Euripidean plot and perhaps are 
written in a manner reflecting the writer’s own aims and objectives. Over a hundred 
lines are lost between F757 and F758a in which, we can imagine, the second episode 
would have finished and the chorus’ second stasimon commenced.  Collard, Cropp 
and Gibert point out that Euripides’ later plays often contain longer second episodes, 
as in the case of Helen and Iphigenia in Tauris. They suggest that Amphiaraus, 
Eurydice and Hypsipyle may have continued discussing the funeral arrangements for 
the child and the games in honour of him. They even go as far as suggesting that there 
may be some groundwork laid for the participation of Hypsipyle’s sons and their 
eventual reunion with their mother, but this is all pure conjecture.
498
  F758a and F758b 
indicate that the chorus is performing their second stasimon. These sections are badly 
damaged but one can make out references to Dionysus and words that are linked to 
him such as ‘grape-bunch’ and ‘from the vine’. Collard, Cropp and Gibert believe that 
this stasimon would be celebrating Dionysus, retelling the story of his birth and what 
gifts he has passed on to man. They suggest that this would have stressed Hypsipyle’s 
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genealogical descent from Dionysus’ and that the god is assisting in her liberation and 
future reunion with her children.
499
 This is a pleasant and plausible scenario, but of 
course pure speculation.  
 The next available fragment (F758c) is believed to be located nearly 300 lines 
later. It appears to indicate that someone other than the chorus is speaking. This has 
been allocated to Hypsipyle by Collard, Cropp and Gibert who claim that she is 
discussing her concerns about being emancipation, although to me there is not enough 
evidence to confirm that she is the speaker.
 500
 In my view, the contexts of this and the 
following fragment (F758d) are so ambiguous that it is impossible to be sure who is 
speaking or where in the production the segments are from. Scholars have wrangled 
over this unanswerable conundrum: Bond, for example, deduces that F758c would 




 After another large gap where dialogue is missing from the play, we find 
ourselves within the recognition scene. It would appear that during the lost section, the 
identities of the young men would have been revealed, prompting a reconciliation 
between Hypsipyle and her sons. Luckily for us, F759a provides a fairly substantial 
chunk of surviving dialogue. It is generally assumed that Hypsipyle is rejoicing at the 
news from the opening part of the fragment, which leads into Amphiaraus taking his 
leave: 
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(Hyps.) ... has driven <me> and my sons along a single  
 path, this way and that, swerving us first towards 
 fear, then towards gladness, but with time’s passing 
 has shone out bright and fair. 
 
Amph. Lady, you have received the service that I owed you.  
 You were generous to me when I requested your 
 help, and I have repaid you generously with regard 
 to your sons. Take care of yourself, now; and you two 
 take care of your mother. And now farewell to you all; 
 and we, as we set out to do, will lead our army on 
 and come to Thebes. 
 
From Amphiaraus’ lines, one can assume that he had a hand in bringing the reunion to 
pass. This would have been fully explained in the lost dialogue prior to F759a.  If we 
are to believe that P. Oxy. 2455 offers a true summary of what took place in the play, I 
would propose that that Amphiaraus would have left the stage with Euneus and Thoas 
to participate in the funeral games, leaving Hypsipyle alone with the chorus.
502
 A 
messenger would arrive to announce that Amphiaraus had discovered the true 
identities of the young men during the games and return to Hypsipyle in a triumphant 
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manner to oversee the reunion and suggest it was a way of repaying Hypsipyle for her 
assistance earlier in the play. For Hypsipyle to remain on stage and have the events off 
stage reported back to her would be a similar arrangement to action that takes place in 
a number of Euripides’ other extant plays. In Ion, Creusa also remains on stage so that 
the audience can witness her reactions to the news that is delivered (lines 1260-1545). 
Webster is in concordance with this proposal, since he suggests that the second 
stasimon would have been followed by the messenger speech and then a third 
stasimon which would link into the scene containing F759a.
503
  
 F759a continues with a similar celebration scene to many of Euripides’ other 
surviving rescue plays that feature an important recognition scene between siblings, 
spouses or a mother and son prominently in their plot. Iphigenia in Tauris, Helen and 
Ion all feature the female protagonist expressing her elation at the revelation in a duet 
with the male, where she sings and his response is spoken in iambic verses. Chong-
Gossard outlines in his monograph, Gender and Communication in Euripides’ Plays, 
how the duet is a crucial scene within the structure of these plays. He explains that the 
duet is a vital device by which women are able to communicate important information 
within Euripides’ plays. Their songs signify a change in the plot and atmosphere, 
marking the moment when their characters will be able to escape from their misfortune 
and take control of their lives: 
 
By singing and refusing to be interrupted from singing, these women 
individualize themselves for their stage audience and theater audience. 
Women in recognition scenes reveal vital information to an avid male 
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listener….In all these cases, song becomes the voice of the woman’s 




Chong-Gossard argues that the woman’s lyrics are necessary to such plots because 
they offer an endorsement of truth. They inform male listeners of the woman’s past 
and constitute the pivotal moment where the rescue plan can be developed and 
instigated. Although the conclusion of Hypsipyle is lost, we do have part of the 
recognition scene which survives through F759a.  
 As this is the first time that Hypsipyle has seen her sons since they were 
infants, she informs them, as well as the audience, of the events that led to her flee 
Lemnos and how she came to live in Nemea.
505
 Chong-Gossard describes this moment 
as ‘an aural focalizer that invites the audience to see through the singer’s eyes’.506 The 
lyrics help the other characters on stage, as well as the audience, identify with the 
singer’s woeful situation. For Hypsipyle, it is her opportunity to retell the horror of 
being captured by the seafarers and the humiliation of being sent into servitude; 
however, in my view, the duet does start to become more of an interrogation once 
Hypsipyle has told her side of the story. She demands to know more about her sons 
and their life with Jason. This is important information and highly emotive for 
Hypsipyle, as a mother, who has missed out on so much time with her children.  
 The last part of F759a has Euneus explaining how he and his brother had 
grown up with Orpheus, where he had learnt the lyre and his brother, Thoas, trained as 
a fighter. Hypsipyle, and the audience, learn that her father has survived and has had a 
hand in assisting the brothers’ search for their mother. This dialogue then becomes 
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intelligible on the papyrus, marking the end of what coherently survives of the play. 
The conclusion of the play is almost entirely lost. Scholars have speculated on what 
would have taken place at the end. Chong-Gossard proposes that Euneus might have 
gone on to explain in the missing lines how he and his brother managed to return to 
Lemnos, where they were reunited with Thoas, their missing grandfather. Perhaps it 
would also be announced that Dionysus, Thoas’ father, would have had a hand in 
saving the old man after Hypsipyle organised his escape from the massacre. Chong-
Gossard also suggests that Euneus may have explained what had happened since they 
arrived in Nemea and what has occurred prior to this scene.
507
  
 Collard, Cropp and Gibert hold the view that if the recognition duet followed 
the pattern that occurs in Euripides’ other escape/rescue plays such as Iphigenia in 
Tauris, Helen and Ion, then the duet would conclude with the two characters 
discussing the future they face with the knowledge of each other’s identity.508 We can 
also assume that Dionysus appeared in the final scene since as we can decipher a 
speaker notation in the final corrupted parts of the papyri indicating the god had some 
dialogue towards the end of the play. Due to the blood connection he has with 
Hypsipyle and her family, it would be easy to suggest that Euripides decided that 
Dionysus should proclaim that she should be freed from slavery and returned to her 
family. Perhaps she will also be reunited with her father Thoas in Lemnos as 
mentioned in other versions of the myth. Grenfell and Hunt
509
 suggested that Dionysus 
would have arrived ex machina, and from there he would tell Euneus to go on to 
Athens and establish a family of musicians, for it is believed that the Euneidae clan, a 
hereditary caste of priestly musicians at Athens, claimed that they could trace their 
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 This announcement would have flattered the Athenian audience 
and made the story relate to their own mythical past. By having Dionysus give this 
decree, in addition to the previous discussion between Hypsipyle and Euneus 
concerning his musical training, Euripides could have intended to honour the Euneidae 
family. It would associate the group with a divine lineage as well as giving Athens a 
link to the island of Lemnos, which they had a special interest in controlling because 
of its prime strategic location near the entrance to the Hellespont. 
 A small number of unplaced fragments are linked to Euripides’ Hypsipyle. 
They are often short sentences that do not provide us with enough information to 
assign location, context or speaker, but it is tempting to speculate. I would assume 
from the words in F765a that it is highly probable that this line was said by Hypsipyle 
to her sons. The fragment’s location could be in the missing section where it is 
hypothesized that Amphiaraus reveals that the young men are Hypsipyle’s sons. But I 
believe Hypsipyle may be still slightly suspicious or trying to contain her emotions 
during this scene. I think it is more likely that F765a would appear near the 
recognition duet when Hypsipyle would announce to Euneus: 
 
 
Throw your arms around me, my child! 
 
This would be an emotive dramatic device to enforce the importance of the reunion 
between the mother and her children, which can also be seen in a number of other 
Euripidean plays,
511
 but this is pure conjecture on my behalf. The sentence could 
equally be said by Hypsipyle to Opheltes, prior to their trip to the spring or, 
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alternatively, it could have been said in desperation by Eurydice, if the dead child’s 
body was brought on stage, when she was trying to comprehend his death. 
 Amongst the three classical Athenian tragedians, it is Euripides who has left 
the largest number of surviving plays.  This is still only a small proportion of what he 
produced, but it does mean we can identify some plot devices and structures he used 
on several occasions. This helps when trying to piece together a reconstruction of one 
of his lost plays. Hypsipyle contains evidence for elements we know he enjoyed using 
elsewhere—vivid and emotive messenger speech, use of small children to evoke pity 
and fear, a sympathetic female lead, exploration of the pain of slavery, a debate scene, 
mistaken identity and anagnorisis, monody and and deus ex machina. With just the 
fragments we have, the quintessentially Euripidean tone and plotline of Hypsipyle are 
quite plain to see. Perhaps this is why playwrights have been drawn to attempt 
completion of the play. I will now look at two contemporary versions of Hypsipyle 
that have been inspired by the evidence discussed above, but are very different in 
terms of style and structure. 
 
3. Tasos Roussos’ Hypsipyle 
In 1997, poet and playwright, Tasos Roussos published his version of Hypsipyle in 
Modern Greek. He was already an avid translator and adaptor of Euripides and tackled 
the fragmented production by drawing upon his own knowledge of the ancient 
playwright, ancient sources, scholars’ opinions and what survives of the text. Roussos 
was quoted by an online news article as claiming, ‘The reconstruction follows, or tried 
to follow, the spirit of Euripides...Of course, it is not exactly how Euripides wrote it. I 
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made a suggestion, an interesting one, I think’.512 The official premiere of his script 
occurred at Epidaurus in 2002, but an English translation of Tasos Roussos’ script was 
created by Athan Anagnostopoulos and was performed the year before in Boston, 
Massachusetts, USA. While I quote Anagnostopoulous’ translation in the following 
paragraphs, it is Roussos’ approach to the play’s structure and style that I intend to 
demonstrate.  
 Roussos opened the play with Hypsipyle delivering the prologue, and 
obviously used the papyrus hypothesis, for her first lines are these: 
 
Dionysos, who among Parnassos’ pines 
leaps and dances with the women of Delphi 
dressed in deerskin and holding  
a thyrsus, it is he who  




The speech goes on to recount Hypsipyle’s heritage, in line with the views of the 
scholars mentioned earlier. She retells the tale of the Lemnian women and how she 
had spared her father’s life when they had agreed to kill the men in their sleep. After 
smuggling her father out of Lemnos, she governed the area and embarked on a 
relationship with Jason, from which she gave birth to Thoas and Euneos. Jason took 
the baby boys when he left for Colchis and the women turned on her when her prior 
deception was uncovered. Hypsipyle informs the audience that she was captured by 
pirates when she fled via the sea, and was sold into slavery to King Lykourgos in 
Nemea. The rest of the prologue has Hypsipyle discussing her anguish at the lack of 
knowledge of her sons, the love and fondness she has for the child she looks after for 
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King Lykourgos and the longing hope that someone will come to save her from this 
life, be it Jason or her sons. 
 In line with the fragment allocation above, Roussos has the young men enter to 
marvel at the palace’s exterior. He assigns Euneos the lines that are similar to those 
that appear in F752c: 
 
  Thoas, look! Look up high and see 
  the painted pictures on the frieze. 
  They tell of the deeds of gods 





In the gap between fragments, Roussos has the siblings exchange dialogue on 
admiration for the building and reaffirming their goal of finding their mother. 
Hypsipyle greets the men, unaware of their identities. Roussos again looks towards the 
fragments for dialogue inspiration and includes the ironic moment when Hypsipyle 
blesses the mother of the young men at her door. The playwright increases this 
humorous scenario with the gentlemen refusing to give Hypsipyle their names when 
asking for hospitality. In brief sentences they explain that they are looking for a 
relative, whom they have no way of recognizing. But they do not want to divulge too 
many details to a stranger. Hypsipyle tries to comfort the boys, but again refers to 
herself without realizing it when she says: 
 
  I pray that everything turns out well for you. 
  find what you yearn for 
  and return to your mother happily. 
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Roussos returns to the fragments once the young men have entered the palace, with 
Hypsipyle’s lullaby to Opheltes. He fills in the gaps that are present in the papyrus and 
rephrases some of the lines. As outlined in the extant fragments, the chorus then enter 
with the parodos. This section was fairly intact when discovered on the papyrus so 
Roussos retains the same topics, but offers different versions of delivery.   
 The playwright follows the surviving dialogue until well into the first episode. 
He retains the style of stichomythia between Hypsipyle and Amphiaraos that features 
in the papyri fragments, but, where the sentences are incomplete, he attempts to insert 
words that keep the context of this scene.
515
 Roussos’ ‘complete’ version of this scene 
has Hypsipyle revealing her identity to Amphiaraos and the two characters discussing 
the reason behind why the Argives are heading towards Thebes to fight. Amphiaraos 
convinces Hypsipyle to show him the way to the spring, claiming that she would be 
assisting in a ‘pious act’. 516 
 The chorus’ stasimon takes place after Amphiaraos and Hypsipyle leave for the 
spring. The papyrus is fairly mutilated and only the odd word or a small part of a 
sentence can be made out. This does not assist us greatly in the reconstruction of the 
choral song, although Roussos offers a version in line with scholarly view of what 
would occur within the play,
517
 by making the chorus discuss the background to the 
Seven against Thebes myth and what brings the group to Nemea. Hypsipyle returns at 
the end of the stasimon, claiming she has lost Opheltes after putting him down in the 
field. This goes against Collard, Cropp and Gilbert’s assertion that Hypsipyle would 
have delivered the news of the child’s death herself. The chorus reassure her that the 
child will be found, while Hypsipyle considers fleeing the situation. Roussos then 
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introduces a messenger to deliver the news of the baby’s demise to Queen Eurydike. 
The messenger, described as one of Amphiaraos’ attendants in the script’s cast list, 
retells a graphic version of events where, on pouring their libations, they disturbed a 
snake that saw the young boy in the field and attacked him. The Argives tried to stop 
the reptile but it had already poisonously bitten the child. The casket containing the 
boy is brought on to stage and placed in front of Eurydike, who mourns his death. The 
final lines that the messenger delivers places the blame of the death at Hypsipyle’s feet 
for her negligence.  
 The next gap in the surviving text is filled by Roussos with Eurydike and the 
chorus lamenting the death of Opheltes. Sadness eventually turns to anger as the 
mother verbally lashes out at Hypsipyle, who protests that she is equally mourning the 
death of the boy. Eurydike states that her punishment should be death and has the 
slave bound in line with Chong-Gossard’s view.518 This brings us to F757 where 
Hypsipyle desperately defends herself in a speech. Amphiaraos enters and she 
implores him to assist her case by speaking as a witness to her piety.  
 The rest of the dialogue between Amphiaraos, Hypsipyle and Eurydike is very 
similar to what survives. In the extant text, Amphiaraos’ defense speech starts to break 
off; but Roussos takes the small pieces that still exist and creates an address that 
suggests Eurydike should take comfort in that Opheltes’ death was an omen for the 
Argives heading to Thebes. He makes the suggestion of the funeral games which 
placates Eurydike, who agrees to wait until her husband returns so that he can decide 
Hypsipyle’s fate. Hypsipyle is then left alone on stage with the chorus to discuss her 
continuing fear and desire to reunite with her sons. The chorus then performs their 
second stasimon in honour of Dionysus which takes inspiration from and features 
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F758a and F758b. In a lengthy scene inserted by Roussos, he has Eurydike return to 
the stage to prepare for the funeral games where she discusses the fate of her son with 
Thoas and Euneus, who have been staying in the house still unaware that Hypsipyle is 
their mother. The young men volunteer to take part in the games and ask for her 
permission. Again, Roussos brings the irony of the identity situation into the plot when 
Eurydike claims that no one knows Thoas and Euneos, but that their parents must be 
proud of them: 
 
  THOAS 
  We come from a royal root. 
  Dionysos, our protector and ancestor, 
  O Queen, is my witness to this truth. 
 
  EURYDIKE 
  Noble is your lineage, as your 
  faces and stature show. 
  I believe you; and above all, 
  I accept your wish to honor  
  my ill-fated child by taking part in the games. 
  You’re noble, and the parents 
  who bore you and raised you so gallantly 




Little does Eurydike know that she is complimenting the very woman she wanted to 
kill. Roussos mentions in the script that Hypsipyle witnesses this conversation, still 
unaware of her link to the young men, which adds a light-hearted moment to contrast 
with the previous dark scenes. The playwright then has the chorus perform their third 
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stasimon which discusses the tragedy of bereaved mothers and compares the separate 
situations of Hypsipyle and Eurydike.  
 The stasimon is interrupted by the arrival of a second messenger wanting to 
speak with Hypsipyle.
520
 He announces that she is no longer a slave because Queen 
Eurydike has freed her and her children are on their way. The man goes on to explain 
the circumstances in which the pardon came about. He retells the start of the games 
and how they honored Opheltes. When it came to announcing the participants in the 
footrace, Amphiaraos questioned the young men, who saidthat they were the children 
of Hypsipyle and Jason. They were allowed to participate and came first jointly. 
Amphiaraos calls upon Eurydike to reward Thoas and Euneus by reuniting them with 
Hypsipyle and freeing her from slavery as she is of noble birth. Hypsipyle and the 
chorus celebrate the news, which leads to Amphiaraos entering with the two young 
men, in line with my suggested staging of the scene mentioned earlier in this 
chapter.
521
 Roussos involves F759a in this exchange of dialogue and has Amphiaraos 
bid farewell before the recognition duet begins.  
 The conversation between Hypsipyle and Euneos continues along the lines of 
the surviving material until Roussos is required to insert his own dialogue to replace 
what is missing. Interestingly, the playwright ties up the recognition scene by 
introducing a device to remove the men from the stage. This involves Hypsipyle 
requesting to see the token they have brought with them - a piece from the Golden 
Fleece with her name written on the back- from Jason. Soon after the young men exit 
to collect this item, Roussos introduces the new character of Lykourgos, husband of 
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Eurydike, who enters angrily searching for Hypsipyle. In a newly created scene, the 
playwright makes the king threaten to kill her for her involvement in his son’s death: 
 
LYKOURGOS 
Gods to not assist murderers. 
You killed my son! You’ll die 
yourself, ungrateful woman, by my own hand, 





This threat causes the god, Dionysus, to intervene and command that Lykourgos stops 
as she is of the god’s lineage. Roussos now inserts knowledge of the oracle that 
appears in later versions of the myth, as discussed earlier, and has Dionysus scold 
Lykourgos for not heeding the oracle which told him not to put the child down until he 
is able to walk. He goes on to explain that Opheltes’ death will bring honor to Nemea 
where they will host games every three years. Dionysus goes on to explain that 
Amphiaraos should be spared bad feeling also and explains that he will not survive the 
battle at Thebes. The god commands that Hypsipyle is to return to Lemnos with her 
son Thoas, but Euneos will travel to Athens where his lineage will be renowned for the 
lyre. Roussos provides a final thought at the end of Dionysus’ speech which would 
resonate with most audiences: 
 
  Your actions only - past and 
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On the whole, Roussos’ production tries to stay close to the style of Euripides but 
there are elements that have been inserted to appeal to a modern audience. Roussos’ 
production heightens the humorous moments that have survived in the fragments. For 
example, emphasis is placed on the buildup of the recognition between Hypsipyle and 
her sons. The reunion could have been all resolved if, in the first encounter with each 
other, Hypsipyle introduced herself or the young men explained exactly who they 
were looking for, but the plot device of shielded information and not revealing 
identities encourages the action to move forward. Whether Euripides’ production 
contained so much dramatic irony is something that we will never know.  
 It appears to me that Roussos’ intention was to create a complete, fluid play by 
patching the fragments together with new dialogue and thus hiding from the audience 
the play’s disjointed state and openly acknowledging the sections that have survived. 
In complete contrast to this, the second production I intend to discuss in this chapter 
celebrates the fragmented nature of the text and does not try to disguise its lacunae or 






4. David Wiles’ Hy]ψ[ipyle: A Fragment 
The nature the fragments and ritual dimensions of Greek theatre were the aspects 
explored in David Wiles’ version of Hypsipyle, entitled Hy]ψ[ipyle: A Fragment. The 
brackets and the use of the single Greek letter psi of course consciously drew attention 
to the type of scholarly material—supplemented Greek fragments—with which the 
modern author had been working. Wiles, who teaches Drama and Theatre, created the 
production for the annual conference of the Classical Association that was held at 
Royal Holloway, University of London on 12 September 1997.
524
 Professor Wiles has 
spent many years researching ancient Greek theatre and has published a number of 
monographs on the theatrical space, performance and masks in ancient Greece. One 
particular book entitled Greek Theatre Performance: An Introduction, highlighted his 
academic preoccupation with the spectacle of the ancient production and what 
elements can assist a modern approach to these plays. In the introduction to Wiles’ 
script, which is included in the edited volume, Lost Dramas of Ancient Athens, Wiles 
references Tony Harrison’s The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus as inspiration for his 
production for he ‘demonstrated that fragments have their own aesthetic’.525 
 
There is great potential in the classical lacuna, because the fragmentary 
text forces the spectator to imagine what might have been. While most 
productions offer a single reductive view of what Greek theatre was, the 
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lacunose production is at a great advantage, because every spectator has 




Wiles outlined his aims and methods in creating the production. They involved trying 
to keep Euripides’ style as evidenced in his extant plays. While he focused on what he 
described as the ‘movement between speech, recitative and song’ that the playwright 
regularly employs, Wiles admitted that he gave preference to the aesthetic form over 
philological or linguistic authenticity or accuracy.
527
 Ultimately, he wanted the 
production to be performable but retain the audience’s interest of the existential as 
well as material status of the fragment.  
 Wiles drew upon the collections of Hypsipyle fragments that were published by 
Page (1950) and Bond (1965) for his own translation. While Roussos preferred to 
provide a coherent version of the play made from the fragments and additional 
material, Wiles utilized a unique style of presenting the fragmented play which seemed 
to be celebrating the fragment rather than hiding it away within a completed text. 
Wiles decided the surviving material should live within the spectacle that was the 
theatre of the Athenians by framing it as a performance at the Dionysia. He therefore 
evoked the rituals that took place before and after the dramatic performances.
528
 In his 
role as Edidaske,
529
 Wiles had the audience arrive in a torchlight procession to the 
theatre during which a number of rituals were performed, including the pouring of 
libations. On arrival, an actor welcomed the crowd to the ‘Dionysiac space’ and, prior 
to the commencement of the play, the ritual of presenting crowns to two audience 
members for their services to the demos was fulfilled. Dionysus was not a votive 
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statue here but instead an actor who sat in the front row of audience to oversee the 
performance and ensure that it was executed in his honour.  
 Wiles opted to include live music, which supplemented the spectacle in a 
similar way to what it is assumed the music and dancing in Euripidean theatre did 
originally. He utilized a percussionist and clarinet-player who improvised around the 
actors and the scenes in a manner that enhanced and supplemented the action rather 
than detracting from it. Wiles saw this improvised music as operating in a similar way 
to the interventions of the aulos-player during the ancient staging.
530
 It was clearly a 
key device in this production as the clarinet is often mentioned within the script as a 
link to the next scene or to indicate an important decision, as well as accompanying 
lines from Hypsipyle and the chorus.  
 As Hypsipyle entered for the first time it was used almost as a fanfare to 
indicate the start of the play and contributed to the grandeur of the moment. Wiles had 
Hypsipyle direct the opening of her prologue toward Dionysus, as if worshipping the 
god with her words. The script invoked the lines, that academic consensus suggests 
opened the play, from fragment F752, but where it cuts off Wiles then inserted 
additional material, just like Roussos.
531
 Interestingly, he has the protagonist, 
Hypsipyle, openly acknowledge the fragmentary nature of the play in the prologue: 
 
Unenviable...my…heart...youth...dead...luckless...harshslavery...endless 
talk...stopped...freedom...you child...to thank your nurse....Fragments. 
All that remains of my prologue. In which Euripides must have 
recounted my myth. Allusively, for you knew it already.
532 
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Wiles’ Hypsipyle also brings to the modern audience’s attention the fact that the plot 
would have been well known amongst the Athenians and therefore only a brief 
overview of what had happened prior to the commencement of the play would have 
been needed. Wiles had the lead protagonist skim over her backstory in a concise 
fashion, including details of her life in Lemnos and relationship with Jason.
533
 
Interestingly, in this version additional details are added. For example, Hypsipyle 
seems to be aware of her father’s whereabouts (which from the fragment F759A one 
could deduce that she did not know in Euripides’ tragedy until it was revealed by 
Euneus). She also says that she was forced to become a slave when the women of 
Lemnos discovered that her father had now become King of the Taurians (in 
Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris the king of the Taurians of the western Crimea is also 
called Thoas, and the link was occasionally suggested in antiquity).
534
 As a result, in 
their fury, the Lemnian women sold her into slavery. Roussos’ version of the prologue 
was much longer than Wiles’, perhaps with the view to establishing a detailed 
background to the play for an unknowing modern audience.  
 In Wiles’ offering, there is minimal extra input to the surviving dialogue, 
which in turn makes the performance fast-paced and punchy. Scenes that may have 
been much longer and slightly more complex in Euripides’ tragedy are now shortened 
and resolved quickly. This is shown during the entrance of Thoas and Euneus, where 
scholarly analysis suggests it was expected that Hypsipyle would conduct a fairly 
lengthy cross-examination of the strangers on their arrival. But in Wiles’ play, instead, 
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after a brief exchange, the men request shelter, and without much additional dialogue 
she shows them inside. The production continued with the entrance of the chorus and 
the surviving parts of F752f, F752g and the start of F752h, which was performed with 
a mixture of chanting from the chorus and Hypsipyle singing her part. With 
Amphiaraus’ entrance, Wiles drew upon the stichomythic dialogue from F 752h and 
inserted words and lines to replace those that are missing. Before departing for the 
spring, Hypsipyle says: 
 
It is forbidden. [TO CHORUS] Shall I show the Argives the source of 




This is Wiles’ own unique take on how Hypsipyle would have decided to show 
Amphiaraus the spring. While Roussos had Hypsipyle discuss with the chorus whether 
she should go to the spring and awaits their response, Wiles, again, keeps the action 
moving quickly by deciding against adding in extra dialogue. The line prior to this has 
Amphiaraus command that Hypsipyle show him the spring. In the quote above she 
claims that it is forbidden, but it is not made fully clear what she is forbidden from 
doing and why. It could just be that she is not allowed to leave the house, but I like to 
believe that this is a nod to the alternative versions of the myth that suggest Lycurgus 
was aware of the warning concerning his son and being placed on the ground. Perhaps 
Hypsipyle had been warned not to leave the child unattended but it was not explained 
to her why: we cannot be fully sure.  
 No matter what she is referring to, the line helps create a sense of foreboding 
for the rest of the production. After the remnants of the second choral ode and the 
allocation of F754a to the chorus, a servant of Amphiaraus brings the body of the boy 
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onto stage. Wiles follows other scholarly plot lines by having Hypsipyle enter 
distraught, already aware of the child’s demise, and discuss with the chorus her fears 
of punishment and the need to escape. This scene gives a modern audience insight in 
the role of the chorus within ancient Greek tragedy. They are a collective unable to 
intervene in the action and instead only allowed to witness and comment on the events 
that take place on stage. This is evident in the response to Hypsipyle’s plea for help: 
 
HYPSIPYLE: I need a guide to show me how to get out. 




Interestingly, rather than continuing to fill in lines and gaps in the text, the play now 
breaks out from any sense of continuous performance into which it may have enticed 
the audience, and really embraces the idea of that play is highly fragmented. The 
audience members are reminded by Wiles, as seen in the stage directions, that these 
are actors performing a script and the source of the play’s script is incomplete: 
 
[SILENCE. THE ACTORS DROP THEIR ROLES AND EXPLAIN 
THAT ANOTHER HUNDRED LINES ARE MISSING COVERING 
THE ARRIVAL OF EURYDICE AND ARREST OF HYPSIPYLE. 




In an unexpected move, Dionysus starts to addresses the performers from the 
audience, where he has been sitting statue-like for the duration of the production. He 
voices his frustration at the incompleteness of the performance: 
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This tattered fragment cannot be called a play. In presenting such a 
work, you do a dishonour to the god. When Dionysus is slighted, his 




Dionysus then commands that the actors perform a full play - a coherent work of art. 
The god suggests that an agon is a real play and the actors suggest creating a 
competition within the production. Their intention is that the same agon is performed 
in three different manners: psychological, ritualistic and persuasive.
539
 Therefore, the 
second half of Hy]ψ[ipyle: A Fragment opens with Hypsipyle bound and Eurydice 
grieving in front of her son’s dead body. The agon follows the dialogue outline 
proposed by most academics, as discussed earlier in this chapter, and what can be 
ascertained from the surviving material. Hypsipyle tries to plead her case to Eurydice, 
who is fully prepared to exact retribution from her slave. Amphiaraus steps in and tries 
to placate the grieving mother. It is after his long speech that details the funeral games 
he will throw in the child’s memory that the chorus breaks the coherency of the piece 
again to address to the audience: 
 
CHORUS 1: The content of the next six hundred lines is a mystery. 




Again, the audience is reminded of the fragmented nature of the production and the 
lack of confirmed details of the plot. Wiles then has his chorus very briefly summarize 
what he believes to have happened in those missing lines:  
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CHORUS 3: We may guess that Hypsipyle’s two sons competed in the 
Nemean games, founded in the memory of Archemoros. When the 





This leads us into the reunion between Hypsipyle and her sons. Hypsipyle sings the 
end of a joyful song about her loss of, and now reunion with, her sons (from F759a): 
 
  HYPSIPYLE [SINGS-VOCAL BACKING FROM CHORUS] 
  The fate which splits us once apart 
  My sons and myself 
  Wheels us down a single road 
  Together once more 
  Off we spun on the side of fear 
  Then spun towards joy 
  A second dawn has lit our sky 




The rest of the scene follows the fragment until the lines become less coherent. 
Hypsipyle speaks to her sons with musical backing, which is explicitly mentioned in 
the script, to signify the importance of this scene.
543
 Confusingly, despite his 
Hypsipyle appearing to know of her father’s situation in the prologue at the beginning 
of the play and passing this knowledge on to the audience, Wiles still retains here the 
lines in which Hypsipyle discovers where her sons have been and seems thankful for 
the knowledge that her father is alive and well. The prologue was an important device 
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to remind the audience of the plot and set the scene for the play, of course, but it 
appears that Wiles used this opening speech to give his modern audience an additional 
boost of information not needed by Euripides’ myth-literate audience. Perhaps the 
figure of Hypsipyle who features in Wiles’ prologue was a different version of the 
character that appears in the rest of the production, or alternatively, the actor came out 
of character to explain the background in order to bring the modern audience up to the 
same standard of knowledge as an ancient one. Either way, it is not very clear. 
 Wiles chooses the line ‘Thanks to the cleverness of Dionysus’, which marks 
the end of the coherent section of F759a, to complete the reunion scene rather trying to 
create new lines from what remains.
544
 I believe that this is a good decision as it keeps 
the production using as little additional material as possible and leads smoothly into 
the appearance of Dionysus.  Wiles agrees with common academic thought and the 
surviving evidence from the papyrus that Dionysus was the god who appeared at the 
end of the production to deliver the epilogue. But he has the character of Dionysus 
claim that there is a single fragment that survives from his speech: 
 
DIONYSUS: From my epilogue ex machina, a single gnomic fragment 
survives. Think about it carefully... There is a fatal error to which 
mortals are prone. They are foolish enough to attribute things to chance, 
and not to the gods. If it’s chance, that means gods are not to blame. But 
gods do exert their power, so don’t blame chance.545 
 
This is making reference to a fragment that appears in Bond’s collection of fragments 
and is attributed as being discovered by Wilamowitz from lines preserved by John the 
Lydian (6
th
-century Byzantine author), de Mensibus 4.7:  
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  ὦ θνητὰ παραϕρονήματ' ἀνθρώπων, μάτην 
  οἵ ϕαcιν εἶναι τὴν τύϰην ἀλλ' οὐ θεούc. 
  εἰ γὰρ τύϰη μὲν ἔcτιν, οὐδὲν δεῖ θεοῦ, 
  εἰ δ' οἱ θεοὶ cθένουcιν, οὐδὲν ἡ τύϰη.546 
 
This fragment was omitted from my discussion of the surviving fragments of 
Hypsipyle earlier in this chapter since we cannot be sure whether, in fact, it is linked to 
the Hypsipyle of Euripides. Bond acknowledges the doubt in his commentary, whereas 
Collard, Cropp and Gilbert completely omit the lines from their collection of 
fragments.
547
 This fragment was also included in part during the final speech made by 
Dionysus in Roussos’ Hypsipyle; it is clear, therefore, that both Roussos and Wiles 
had read Bond’s collection in order to include this in their scripts. While Dionysus’ 
final speech marks the end of the play, the performance still continues in Wiles’ play 
through the illusion that the audience are still participating in a festival of Greek 
theatre. The competition that the chorus instigates during the agon is addressed. A 
vote takes place and crowns are bestowed on the winners by Dionysus, signifying the 
completion of the production, in a nod to the ritual that would have taken place at the 
end of the Dionysia. 
 
5. Conclusions 
So what can we infer from these new interpretations that could give insight into this 
lost work of Euripides? What is Hypsipyle all about? The fragments themselves, while 
substantial in number, make it difficult to pinpoint the main ‘message’ of Euripidean 
play. In my view, the two modern playwrights have different perspectives on what was 
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the prevalent theme of the fragmented play. Roussos strove for a complete drama and 
therefore inserted additional material that encouraged the audience to adopt his own 
interpretation of the plot. I believe that he focusses on the relationship between parent 
and child and the impact of loss. There are number of moments between characters 
where this theme is established. Not only are the maternal relationships between 
Hypsipyle and her sons, and Eurydike and the unfortunate Opheltes, both highlighted 
in the surviving fragments, but in addition to this, Roussos has emphasized 
Hypsipyle’s relationship as surrogate mother to Opheltes and created additional scenes 
which bring a paternal grief to the fore with the introduction of Lykourgos. This theme 
of parental mourning is established early on when the audience witness Hypsipyle 
lamenting for her sons in the prologue through new lines inserted by Roussos: 
 
Are they alive? Are they dead? Who knows! 
Yet, in my distress one hope alone 
touches my heart - that some day 
they will appear here and free me, 
unlucky me! Live like a slave, 
in sad suffering. My boys! Oh, my children, 
come to your mother, I sigh, with eyes 
filled with tears! I’ll never stop  




The idea of the mother-and-son relationship is reinforced in the next couple of lines, 
where Hypsipyle acknowledges that the boy in her charge, Opheltes, serves as a 
reminder of her own children. This builds knowledge of the character’s love for the 
little one in her care: 
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This gift, little baby, you offer 
to me, your nurse; you remind me,  
as you look at me smiling, 
of the faces of my own children. 
who were taken cruelly from my arms,  




In comparison to the sporadic words and lines that have survived in the fragments, 
Roussos provides more insight into Eurydike’s grief for the loss of her son. The 
playwright chooses to embellish the surviving material with a series of outpourings of 
grief from the mother as she tries to comprehend what has happened: 
  
My child, my child, 
my little boy, 
you’ve gone down to Hades 
and left me alone, 
lamenting my misery. 
What treacherous fate, 
what evil demon stole the light from your eyes 




The audience witnesses a quick descent from shock and initial acceptance into the kind 
of rage that any mother would find themselves in if they had suddenly discovered that 
their child had died. This anger is manifested in an aggressive threat to Hypsipyle: 
  
Alien, purchased slave woman, 
whose tears flow easily at every need, 
you’ll pay for my son’s loss 
with your own death. 
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You won’t escape justice.551 
 
Interspersed through Eurydike’s tirade, we start to hear of Hypsipyle’s love for the 
child that was not her own. While some interpretations may see Hypsipyle as trying to 
do anything to escape being punished, I think that the way Roussos has handled the 
scene and formulated the dialogue highlights how a woman can feel like a mother and 
share in the anguish of loss without being related by blood: 
 
  I sigh not because I’ll die, 
  although you wrongly think 
  that I could kill your child 
  whom I’ve raised in my arms, 
  loved dearly, fed and 
  though I didn’t give birth to him, 
  cared for as if he were my own, a true  




We see more about Hypsipyle’s grief for the young boy where the chorus questions 
why she still appears to be upset, though she has heard her life has been spared by 
Eurydike. Hypsipyle replies that she still grieves for the child.
553
 
 Roussos decides to retain the same tone of the reunion scene as it appears 
within the surviving material and documents Hypsipyle going through a rollercoaster 
of emotions opposite to the one that Eurydike has been through a few scenes before. 
She starts off believing that her sons are still lost, yet she discovers that they are in fact 
alive and present. Hypsipyle’s reunion with her children is jubilant in stark contrast to 
Eurydikes’ reunion with Opheltes, when his casket is brought onto stage. If Roussos 
                                                          
551
 Roussos (2009) 37. 
552
 Roussos (2009) 44. 
553
 Roussos (2009) 46-47. 
 275 
 
had finished his production here, the focus would have been on the relationship 
between mothers and their children; however, he inserts an additional scene featuring a 
vengeful Lykourgos’ return. Again, we see the emotions that a parent goes through 
dealing with the loss of their child, but from a male perspective. Lykourgos is intent 
on punishing Hypsipyle, even though he knows she has been spared by his wife: 
 
  Gods do not assist murderers. 
  You killed my son! You’ll die 
  yourself, ungrateful woman, by my own hand, 




 It is clear that this man cannot be persuaded by words and reasoning, which is how 
Amphiaraos convinced Eurydike to spare Hypsipyle originally. Instead, the only way 
this can be resolved is with the intervention of a god, in this case, Dionysos. The way 
the production ends shows that this intervention does finally placate the grieving 
father.  While I feel Roussos’ play only seemed to draw out one major theme, Wiles’ 
play offers us much more scope for considering what might have been the themes 
explored in Euripides’ original Hypsipyle.  
 The experimental style and setup of Wiles’ production gave the opportunity for 
various interpretations to be aired, thus prompting alternative views of the action to be 
taken—alternatives similar to those the Euripidean fragments themselves can offer. A 
number of questions arise from Wiles’ play, which he described as ‘more open 
questions’.555 The most important one, it seems to me, is a question relating to the 
characters’ behaviour and to human nature, which was brought out by Wiles’ approach 
to the agon. How he designed the contest allowed these questions to come to the fore 
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through the directorial choices rather than via the language used. By showing the same 
scene three times in different styles, he enabled the characters to become more 
rounded, with the audience having to decide whether Eurydice was a victim or a 
villain. Was she a decent woman who, consumed with grief for her child, was lashing 
out? Or was she always a mean-spirited lady of the house, who was only swayed into 
releasing Hypsipyle by the flattery and the attentions of such a gentleman as 
Amphiaraus? The agon also gave the audience the opportunity to view Amphiaraus’ 
character in different ways. He is often referred to in the surviving papyrus text as 
being a moral and disciplined man and, in fact, he mentions his reputation when trying 
to gain Eurydice’s trust (this was used in both contemporary productions).556 But is he 
really trustworthy? Since he is the one who convinced Hypsipyle to show him the 
spring, is he trying to cover up his own mistakes by manipulating the situation with 
Eurydice? Is Amphiaraus to blame for the child’s death, or was it Hypsipyle who was 
at fault despite her good intentions to assist him in the sacrifice? 
 Although it is less prominent in Roussos’ version, he does signify the moral 
ambiguity after a fashion. His Hypsipyle engages in a discussion with Eurydike, in 
which she claims she did not deliberately kill the child and instead places the blame on 
fate: ‘I didn’t lose him, fate snatched him away from me’.557 Roussos’s Amphiaraus 
announces that Hypsipyle was acting out of piety in assisting him and describes it as 
accidental,
558
 but Wiles offers what the surviving fragments tell us and only adds new 
dialogue to make the speech flow. In his version, Amphiaraus does not acknowledge it 
to have been an accident but briefly states the facts of the situation and then chooses to 
focus instead on the fateful mission that he and his men are conducting: 
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She laid the child upon the ground amidst a bed of parsley and parted 
the undergrowth to reveal the source. As we turned our backs a snake 
slid forward and bit him with its fangs. At the scream we ran, but too 
late. It coiled itself about him and crushed the life from his body. I shot 
the snake with my bow. And this will be the start of many evils. I have 
given your child a new name Archemoros, ‘the beginning of doom’. 
The loss will not be yours alone. This is an omen for every citizen in the 




At the end of his persuasive speech, Wiles has Amphiaraus claim that Hypsipyle is 
innocent and brings glory to Eurydice’s family, but in my view, this line, as well as the 
whole scene, could be portrayed in different ways.
560
 Directorial choice or 
development of a subtext could have Amphiaraus’ whole speech lead up to and 
emphasise this final line in order to convince Eurydice that Hypsipyle was not to 
blame. But another way the scene could be played is with Amphiaraus trying to avoid 
being implicated in the child’s death himself, and in his desperation using a large 
amount of flattery to change Eurydice’s mind. Wiles is right that the style of 
performance can completely change the interpretation of the character and can leave 
the audience questioning the character’s motives. While both plays touch upon the 
question of who was to blame for the child’s death, it is my view that neither 
productions explore this fully. We do not know whether it was Euripides’ intention to 
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focus on this. Perhaps it is only in the contemporary world where one expects 
negligence to be punished in some way that brings this theme out in the text.
561
  
 In my view, to judge from what survives of Euripides’ text and the manner in 
which the two adaptations have been created, the play in all its manifestations provides 
an important message: good deeds will be repaid even in the darkest times. This is 
summed up by Amphiaraus’ line prior to the recognition duet where he reassures 
Hypsipyle; this appears in the fragments as well as in both modern plays: 
 
  Lady, you have received the service that I owed you.  
  You were generous to me when I requested your 
  help, and I have repaid you generously with regard 




While her assistance to Amphiaraus meant that she was negligent of her duties to the 
child, and ultimately caused his death, she selflessly, and for no gain, fulfilled the 
leader’s request. Despite the tragic backdrop to the play, with both the death of a child 
and the involvement of a group of men who are knowingly marching to their deaths, 
Euripides leaves the audience with a positive outcome. Hypsipyle’s tumultuous story 
comes full circle. Although this is tragic drama, it is one of Euripides’ several 
tragedies with a happy ending. To me it feels as if the playwright was telling his 
audience that even when it seems like there is nothing positive occurring in life and 
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the world has become a dark place, there should always be hope. This is certainly a 
message to which diachronic audiences can relate. 
 Despite the significant yield of papyrus fragments that inform us about the plot 
of Hypsipyle, there are still a multitude of questions yet to be answered concerning this 
wonderful tragedy. Again, like the other plays discussed in this thesis, we can 
speculate about Euripides’ thought and vision from the surviving dialogue but creating 
a true representation of what would have taken place is impossible. As seen in this 
chapter, Roussos has tried to do this by attempting to fill in the gaps with new material 
inspired by the ancient playwright and provide a potential answer to what is missing 
but it is still conjecture. In contrast to this, Wiles has taken a very academic, 
experimental approach which openly acknowledges that the fragmented play is unable 
to be fully retrieved. It does not pretend to be a complete version of Euripides’ lost 
play and instead, through the fragmented performance, offers an opportunity to 
explore a multitude of versions and potential themes that even Euripides may not have 





       Euripides’ Alcmaeon in Corinth 
1. Introduction 
While we only have sparse evidence when it comes to the details about any of the 
fragmentary ancient plays featured in this thesis, we know almost nothing for certain 
about Euripides’ Alcmaeon in Corinth.  There has been no discovery of a significant 
amount of coherent dialogue, nor has it been discussed at length by extant ancient 
sources which could give us ideas for scenes or even a firm plot outline. In fact, most 
of the existing details could be highly misleading, for there are two lost productions 
that feature the character of Alcmaeon in the title: Alcmaeon in Corinth and Alcmaeon 
in Psophis, thus making quotation fragments fiendishly difficult to allocate. Despite 
this, Colin Teevan attempted to bring Alcmaeon in Corinth back to the stage in 2004. 
So what drew this contemporary playwright to this ancient lost play and inspired his 
version of Euripides’ tragedy? In this chapter I will firstly investigate the sparse 
materials evidencing the ancient play which we know serves as a source of 
information for the creation of Teevan’s script. I will then go on to discuss how 
Teevan’s interest in Greek drama assisted in the development of his new interpretation 
and question whether an original interpretation can tells us anything important about a 
forgotten story.  
  
2. Extant Evidence for Euripides’ Alcmaeon Plays and Their Reception 
Unlike Euripides’ Hypsipyle, which survives with a hypothesis and a substantial 
amount of papyrus dialogue, or the story of Tereus which was well documented in 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Euripides’ Alcmaeon in Corinth could have been easily 
forgotten. Discussion of the play has been relegated by academics to passing mentions 
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when they are writing encyclopedia articles on Euripidean drama.  And yet, the story 
of Alcmaeon must have been held in high regard by Euripides’ contemporaries, for it 
is praised by Aristotle in Poetics as featuring one of the heroes best suited to tragic 
representation alongside the extremely popular figures of Oedipus and Orestes:  
 
Though the poets began by accepting any tragic story that came to 
hand, in these days the finest tragedies are always on the story of some 
few houses, on that of Alcmaeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager, 
Thyestes, Telephus, or any other that may have been involved, as either 
agents or sufferers, in some deed of horror. The theoretically best 




Frustratingly, we cannot be sure whether Aristotle is making reference here to 
Alcmaeon in Corinth, the other play by Euripides that shares the same lead character, 
known as Alcmaeon in Psophis, or in fact both.
564
 This can cause much confusion, 
especially when the plays have failed to be preserved. If an ancient author says ‘x 
occurred in Alcmaeon’ we do not know which play is meant. So, like a detective, one 
must analyze a range of material to find clues that can assist in piecing together a 
possible outline of both stories before being able to focus on one in particular. 
 We know from the hypothesis to the extant Alcestis that Alcmaeon in Psophis 
was first produced in 438 BC, apparently in second place in the group of four plays 
Cretan Women, Alcmaeon in Psophis, Telephus, and Alcestis.
565
 This would have been 
in the early or middle period of Euripides’ career as a playwright. Interestingly, our 
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evidence suggests that he did not revisit the Alcmaeon story for at least thirty years 
subsequently, for Alcmaeon in Corinth was not performed until it appeared as part of 
his final group of plays. It graced the stage in a posthumous performance in 405BC as 
part of a trilogy with the surviving tragedies, Bacchae and Iphigenia in Aulis.
566
 No 
substantial hypothesis remains of either Euripidean Alcmaeon play, and so in order to 
gain some insight into what may have taken place in them, we must look, cautiously, 
at the representation of Alcmaeon’s character and his actions in myth and other texts. 
Collard and Cropp point to the epic Alcmaeonis which must have centred on the hero’s 
exploits, which are also likely to have been mentioned in the Theban epics Thebais 
and Epigoni. But this does not get us very far since all three epics have failed to 
survive.
567
  Alcmaeon does appear in a number of mythographers’ works but usually 
as peripheral embellishment to a main storyline. This is true in the case of Hyginius’ 
Fabulae where he is only mentioned briefly in relation to the story of his father and 
mother: 
 
The augur Amphiaraus, the son of Oecles and Hypermnestra daughter 
of Thestyus, knew that if he went to attack Thebes, he would not return. 
He therefore went into hiding. Only his wife, Eriphyle, Talaus’ 
daughter, knew where he was. In order to smoke him out, however, 
Adrastus made a golden necklace studded with gems and gave it to his 
sister Eriphyle as a bribe. She wanted the gift, so she betrayed her 
husband. Amphiaraus gave instructions to his son Alcmaeon that after 
his death he was to exact punishment from his mother. After 
Amphiaraus was swallowed whole by the earth at Thebes, Alcmaeon 
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followed his father’s orders and killed his mother, Eriphyle. He was 




The longest surviving discussion of the myth features in Apollodorus’ Bibliotheca. We 
learn from the mythographer that Alcmaeon’s father indeed was the Amphiaraus of 
Argos who took part in the ill-fated expedition retold in Aeschylus’ tragedy Seven 
against Thebes and that also appears in Euripides’ tragedy, Hypsipyle, discussed in the 
previous chapter of this thesis. The mythographer provides more background 
information relating to Amphiaraus’ participation in the campaign and what effect it 
had on his son. Apollodorus claims that Amphiaraus was persuaded to participate by 
his wife, Eriphyle, who was bribed by Polynices with the legendary necklace of 
Harmonia. But since he knew that he would meet his demise on the trip, Amphiaraus 
ordered his sons to kill their mother and attempt a second attack on Thebes.  
 
Now, Amphiaraos had forbidden Eriphyle to accept any gifts from 
Polyneices, but Polyneices gave her the necklace and asked her to 
persuade Amphiaraos to undertake the campaign. It was in her power, 
for Amphiaraos had once quarreled with Adrastos, and after settling it 
swore to let Eriphyle settle any further dispute he might have with 
Adrastos. So when it came to march against Thebes and Adrastos 
encouraged it and Amphiaraos discouraged it, Eriphyle took the 
necklace and persuaded him to campaign with Adrastos. Amphiaraos 
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was compelled to go to war, but he gave his sons instructions to kill 




A decade after his father’s failure at Thebes, Alcmaeon led a group of men called the 
Epigoni (‘descendants’) against the city. They were victorious, but afterwards 
Alcmaeon discovered his mother had betrayed him. She again had accepted bribes—
this time in the form of a robe—to encourage her male family members to take part in 
the campaign. As punishment for her treachery, Alcmaeon killed her.  
 
 Ten years later the dead men’s sons, known as the Epigonoi, 
proposed to march on Thebes, desiring to avenge the deaths of their 
fathers. When they sought oracles, the god prophesied victory, provided 
Alcmaion was their leader. Alcmaion did not want to lead the army 
until he punished his mother, but he went on the campaign anyway, for 
Eriphyle got the dress from Thersandros son of Polyneices and helped 
him convince her sons to go on the campaign also. The Epigonoi chose 
Alcmaion leader and made war on Thebes.... After the capture of 
Thebes Alcmaion grew angrier when he learned that his mother 
Eriphyle in return for gifts had sold him out too, and when Apollo told 
him to do so in an oracle, he killed her. Some say he killed Eriphyle 
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The mythographer goes on to explain that as a punishment for committing the crime of 
matricide, Alcmaeon was pursued by the furies and driven to madness in a similar 
manner to Orestes in the Oresteia. To try and find release from his madness, he sought 
purification from Phegeus, King of Psophis, and went on to marry Phegeus’ daughter. 
 
An Erinys from his mother’s murder vengefully pursued Alcmaion; 
crazed, he first went to Oicles’ home in Arcadia, and from there he 
went to Phegeus’ in Psophis. Purified by him, he married his daughter 




At this point Apollodorus and the travel writer and antiquarian Pausianas both claim 
that Alcmaeon presented his wife with Harmonia’s necklace and the robe, but his 





He fled to Delphi where he asked the Pythian priestess for guidance on 
absolute purification. Alcmaeon was directed to the lands of the river 
god, Achelous.  
Later, the land became barren on account of him, and the god 
commanded him in an oracle to go off to Acheloos....First, he went to 
Oineus in Calydon and was taken in as a guest by him, then he came to 
the Thesprotians but was driven out of their land. Finally, he reached 
the springs of Acheloos and was purified by him and married his 
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daughter Callirhoe. He established his new home in the place that 




There he met Callirhoe, the daughter of the god, and married her. His new wife desired 
the necklace and robe, and forced Alcmaeon to return to Psophis to recover them. 
Apollodorus states that Alcmaeon went to Phegeus, claiming that the only way in 
which his madness could be cured would be if he took the necklace and robe to Delphi 
to dedicate them there. A servant became aware of his deceit and informed the king, 
who commanded his sons to kill Alcmaeon.  
 
Later, Callirhoe wanted to have the necklace and dress and said that she 
would not stay married to him unless she got them, so Alcmaion went 
to Psophis and told Phegeus that he had received a prophecy that he 
would only find an end to his madness when he had brought the 
necklace and the dress to Delphi and dedicated them. Phegeus believed 
him and gave them to him. A servant revealed that now that he had 
them, he was taking them to Callirhoe, so on Phegeus’ orders Alcmaion 
was ambushed and killed by Phegeus’ sons. The sons of Phegeus put 
Arsinoe into a chest when she condemned their actions and took her to 





Pausanias does not provide details on the lies that Alcmaeon supposedly told to 
Phegeus as outlined by Apollodorus, but instead claims that, on returning to Psophis, 
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that the sons of Phegeus killed him.
575
 It could be this deception that was the focus of 
the earlier Euripidean Alcmaeon play, Alcmaeon in Psophis. Collard and Cropp claim 
that the play would have documented Alcmaeon’s adventures between murdering his 
mother and his death. It would have been set at the palace in Psophis and they assert 
that the play would have commenced with Alcmaeon’s second arrival in Psophis to 
obtain the necklace.
576
 Although this is all purely conjectural, I feel that the story 
would make a good play and might have attracted Euripides, since it includes several 
dramatic scenarios and crises that would appeal to a playwright who enjoyed powerful 
emotional effects.   
 It is also possible that the rest of Apollodorus’ text may give us some insight 
into what may have occurred in Alcmaeon in Corinth.  The mythographer continues 
describing the Alcmaeon story and vitally acknowledges that Euripides had some 
involvement with the myth by claiming that the playwright says that Alcmaeon had 
two children that went to Corinth: 
 
Euripides says that Alcmaion had two children by Manto daughter of 
Teiresias during the period of his madness - Amphilochos and a 
daughter, Tisiphone - and he brought the infants to Corinth and gave 
them to Creon, the king of the Corinthians, to raise. Tisiphone, he says, 
because she was extraordinarily beautiful, was sold as a slave by 
Creon’s wife, since she was afraid that Creon would make her his wife.  
Alcmaion bought her and kept her as a servant, not realizing she was his 
daughter, and when he came to Corinth to get his children back, he also 
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Unfortunately we cannot be absolutely certain that he is discussing Euripides’ 
Alcmaeon in Corinth, but it is by far the most plausible suggestion we have available. 
It is implied that much of the action relating to this part of Alcmaeon’s story would 
have taken place in Corinth, which makes it very tempting to associate it with the play 
by Euripides with the name of that city in its title.  
 In addition to the material from Apollodorus, some scholars have speculated 
about a connection between the plot of Alcmaeon in Corinth and some plot episodes in 
the putative ancient Greek novel about Apollonius of Tyre. This novel did not itself 
survive, but the story is mentioned in the 6th century AD by the Latin hymn-writer 
Venantius Fortunatus (Carmina 6.8.5-6) and is told in many Medieval Latin 






 It became 
very important when translated into modern languages in the Middle Ages, and is one 
of the sources of Shakespeare’s Pericles, Prince of Tyre, Twelfth Night and The 
Comedy of Errors.
579
  An authoritative Teubner edition of the Latin text was published 
in 1871.
580
 In 1924 Krappe first suggested in Classical Quarterly that this ancient 
storyline had something to do with Euripides’ Alcmaeon in Corinth, which, given the 
instrumental role Euripidean escape tragedies such as Helen and Iphigenia in Tauris 
played in the genesis of the plots of the ancient Greek novels,
581
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 The episode in which Krappe was interested begins in chapter 28.
583
 It involves 
the refugee Tyrian hero Apollonius, who believes he is a widower, entrusting his baby 
daughter, Tarsia, to a friendly couple in Tarsus, Stranguillio and Dionysias. 
Apollonius then sails off to Egypt. Dionysias grows jealous of the girl as she blossoms 
into a beautiful woman and, therefore, has her taken to the beach to be killed. Taarsia 
is rescued by pirates who sail off with her. When Apollonius returns, Dionysias 
informs him that his daughter has died. Believing that he is now childless, Apollonius 
journeys to Mytilene, where he becomes acquainted with the local Prince Athenagoras. 
Athenagoras, in an attempt to cheer Apollonius up, introduces him to a female 
musician who had previously worked (while managing to keep her virginity) in a 
brothel, suggesting that Apollonius could enjoy a sexual encounter with the young 
woman.  He hires Tarsia for thirty days in order to play music and talk to Apollonius, 
who is in deep despair.  It is eventually discovered that the girl is Tarsia and the father 
and daughter are emotionally reunited; Tarsia marries Athenagoras.  
 Krappe saw that, despite the several differences (the involvement of pirates, the 
venue in Lesbos rather than Corinth—although both places had ‘sexy’ reputations—
and discussion of the daughter’s stint at a brothel), there were overwhelming 
similarities with the plotline that appears in Apollodorus. This is his summary of his 
argument: 
 
To conclude, there can be no reasonable doubt that the episode or group 
of episodes under discussion is a literary borrowing, and that the author 
of the romance drew on the Alcmaeon of Euripides for this part of his 
work, adding to the more simple plot of the tragic poet and 
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 I am using the text and translation in Archibald (2001). The relevant episode of the Latin novella, 
chapters 28-48, are on pp. 143-73. 
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These links have also been acknowledged by several other scholars, including 
Panayotakis in his commentary on the text and Anderson in his discussion of folklore 
in Graeo-Roman fiction.
585
  Unlike the author of the Latin novella and presumably its 
ancient Greek archetype, Apollodorus does not actually mention explicitly the motif of 
averted incest, although given the licence permitted to ancient slave-owners to demand 
sexual favours of their slaves we might feel that this was implicit in the 
mythographer’s sentence ‘Alcmaeon bought her and kept her as a servant, not 
realizing she was his daughter.’586  
 It the literary ancestors of Apollonius and Tarsia are indeed the characters 
Alcmaeon and Tisiphone from Alcmaeon in Corinth, then averted father/daughter 
incest may have played a part in Euripides’ play. Hall considers this possibility, and 
even proposes it might have been one of the reasons why the ancient play has not 
survived: 
 
The pagan schoolteachers and Christian monks who copied out ancient 
texts, thus transmitting them to posterity, preferred certain kinds of 
plays to others: not one of Euripides’ plays centering on incest survived 
the selection process. One of these was his Oedipus; another was his 
scandalous Aeolus…Yet it was (averted) incest between father and 
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 Krappe (1924) 57-58. 
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 Panayotakis (2012) 386, Anderson (2007) 246 -7. 
586
 Apollodorus 3.7. 94. 
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However, again, we cannot be fully sure that the incest motif featured in this particular 
Euripidean tragedy since the evidence is indirect and late. Perhaps one day the 
presumed Greek novel will come to light on papyrus, in which case a new source for a 
putative reconstruction of Alcmaeon in Corinth would be available. 
 Since the characters and probable plot are more overtly discussed in 
Apollodorus, and Euripides is mentioned by the mythographer, it is this version of 
Alcmaeon’s story which is normally used by academics to hypothesize what may have 
actually happened in the lost Alcmaeon in Corinth. The play is believed to have 
focused on the lead character’s adventures prior to the Alcmaeon in Psophis play. To 
summarize, the details that we learn from Apollodorus are that Manto, the daughter of 
the famous seer, Tiresias, had two children with Alcmaeon: a son named Amphilochus 
and a daughter known as Tisiphone. When this relationship and the subsequent birth of 
the two children occurred is unclear but it is suggested by Collard and Cropp that it 
was not that long after Alcmaeon’s victory at Thebes. The children were given to the 
king of Corinth, Creon, to be looked after. From the mythographer, we are led to 
believe that Creon’s wife grew jealous of Tisiphone and sold her into slavery. 
Alcmaeon then unknowingly purchased his daughter while searching for his children. 
Collard and Cropp believe that, in line with other Euripidean plotlines, a recognition 
scene would take place and the family would be reunited.  
 Zieliński proposed an outline of the plot which also featured Alcmaeon 
arriving in Corinth and his daughter, her true identity unknown, as his slave. Finding 
out he was in the area, Creon announced that Alcmaeon was to be prosecuted on the 
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 Hall can be found in the introduction to Teevan (2004) 9. 
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charge of matricide. Alcmaeon’s son Amphilochus located Alcmaeon and, knowing 
that the people of Corinth would be hostile to him as a matricide, suggested that 
Alcmaeon take refuge at an altar.
588
 Webster developed this version of the plot by 
suggesting that a key moment of the play would be Alcmaeon’s madness scene, 
prompted by Amphilochus’ interrogation of the stranger. Webster bases this 
suggestion on knowledge of the Roman poet and dramatist Ennius who often imitated 
Euripidean models,
589
 and who composed a play entitled Alcmaeon.
590
 Again, only 
fragments remain of this ancient text, but lines which have survived were delivered by 
Ennius’ Alcmaeon as he discussed and underwent spasms of madness. This may have 
been a feature of either or both of the lost Euripidean Alcmaeon dramas. The first 
fragmentary speech is quoted by Cicero in de Oratore 3.217: 
 
multis sum modis corcumuentus, morbo exilio atque inopia, 
tum pauor sapientiam omnem exanimato expectorat 
alter (mater?) terribilem minatur uitae cruciatum et necem 
quare nemo est tam firmo ingenio et tanta confidentia 
quin refugiat timido sanguen atque exalbescat metu. 
 
  
I am surrounded and entrapped in many ways by illness, exile, and 
poverty. 
Dread then expels all intellectual power from my as I panic. 
The other one/my mother threatens death after terrible torture while I 
live:  
nobody is so steadfast in mind and so self-possessed that such threats 
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 Webster (1967) 267. 
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Cicero seems to have been particularly fond of this speech of Ennius’ Alcmaeon,592 
because he also quotes or refers to it at de Oratore 3.154, de Finibus 4.62 and 5.31, 
and Tusculan Disputations 4.19.  In it Alcmaeon speaks, and is still sane, describing 
his plight. Other lines and phrases which probably come from the same speech is 
quoted by him at Academica 2.52 and 2.88-9: ‘sed mihi neutiquam cor consentit cum 
oculorum aspectu’ (‘but my heart is not in agreement with what I see with my eyes’), 
‘unde haec flamma oritur’ (‘where has this flame arisen from?’), and ‘incede, 
incede…adsunt, me expetunt’ (‘come, come…they are here and assaulting me’).593  
 Cicero continues here to quote the second fragmentary passage comes from 
Alcmaeon’s sung monody when actually in the throes of an attack of madness, and has 
a hallucination in which he seems to see the Furies, Apollo and Artemis: 
 
fer mi auxilium, pestem abige a me, 
flammiferam hanc uim quae me excruciat, 
circumstant cum ardentibus taedis… 
intendit crinitus Apollo 
arcum auratum luna innixus, 
Diana facem iacit a laeua. 
 
Help me, rid me of this pestilence, 
this flame-bearing force which tortures me, 
they come against me, blueish and girdled with fire, 
surrounding me with blazing torches… 
Apollo of the long locks strains his gilded bow, 
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 Fragment XIV = 16-20 in Jocelyn (1967), translated by Edith Hall. 
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 For a detailed discussion of Cicero’s close engagement with the Ennian Alcmaeon, and his several 
allusions to it, see Fantham (2011) 22-3.  
593
 Fragment XIV = 21, 22 and 23 in Jocelyn (1967), translated by Edith Hall. 
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leaning on its crescent   
 and Diana tosses a brand from the left…594 
 
 
Webster suggests that this mad-scene would be similar to the famous opening scene of 
Euripides’ Orestes; rather than focusing on the familial intimacy between brother and 
sister, it would have shown the loving concern and care of Tisiphone and 
Amphilochus for the dishevelled Alcmaeon; they might be still unaware that this 
stranger is their biological father and that they, the two youngsters, are related.
595
  
 Webster proposes that Creon then discovers Alcmaeon and the two conduct an 
aggressive debate, leading to an altercation which includes Creon’s threat to put 
Alcmaeon to death in retribution for matricide. Both Webster and Zieliński agree that 
a double recognition scene would take place, which would solve the problem of 
Alcmaeon’s identity, and resolve the tragic impasse, but they cannot offer any 
concrete suggestions about how this might come to fruition.
596
 Webster implies that it 
may have been the wife of Creon who assisted in proving that they were the children 
of Alcmaeon. With this knowledge, the newly reunited family plan vengeance on 
Creon and the play enters the final scene with their intention being thwarted by the 
entrance of a god.
597
 
 Collard and Cropp also provide a brief account of what they believe to be the 
plot of the play, which would have commenced with Alcmaeon returning to Corinth to 
claim his children, with the as yet unidentified Tisiphone already in his company. 
They suggest that Apollo would have performed the prologue, describing the series of 
events leading up to Alcmaeon leaving his children in Corinth with Creon and the sale 
                                                          
594
 24-7 and 28-30 = fragment XV in Jocelyn (1967), translated by Edith Hall. 
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 Webster (1967) 267. 
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 Webster (1967) 267 Zieliński (1922) 305. 
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 Webster (1967) 268. 
 295 
 
of Tisiphone into slavery. The chorus would have been made up of Corinthians, who 
would have been unable to recognize Alcmaeon; the children would not be aware of 
their own parentage, indeed Amphilochus may have believed that he was instead 
Creon’s son and heir. When the recognition scene occured which revealed the true 
familial bonds, it would prompt an embarrassed Creon to flee, since his plan to appoint 
Amphilochus his successor would have been thwarted. Collard and Cropp propose that 




 These two editors base their reconstruction on the narrative provided by 
Apollodorus in combination with their knowledge of the socio-political climate in 
which Euripides was writing. The play could have served flattering propagandist ends 
for the Athenians if it stressed that Amphilochus was in fact of Argive descent rather 
than Corinthian, thus depriving the Corinthians of a famous ancestral line, since the 
hostility between Athens and Corinth during the Peloponnesian War was intense.
599
 
Collard and Cropp also incorporate a number of surviving fragments that could have 
come from either Alcmaeon play. These fragments come from a variety of different 
sources and are usually made up of only a couple of lines. They often are not allocated 
to a character or a scene and barely any context is provided. This makes it very 
difficult to distinguish from which Alcmaeon production they came from and so one 
must play detective by looking for any clue that could confirm which production that 
they belong.  
 Collard and Cropp have compiled a selection of fragments that they have 
assigned to Alcmaeon in Corinth, even though they could be assigned to either 
Alcmaeon production. I supply these below, with the published translations, while 
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investigating Collard and Cropp’s views on the speakers and locations.600 This is 
necessary since Colin Teevan, the author of the modern play ‘after’ Euripides’ 
Alcmaeon in Corinth, worked from a translation of almost exactly the same fragments 






And I myself was childless by her;  
but the unmarried girl bore Alcmeon two children.  
 
This fragment is assigned to Apollo by Collard and Cropp, as it was by Webster, but 
we cannot be certain as no name is provided alongside the dialogue.
602
 The line refers 
to ‘the unmarried girl’ who gave birth to Alcmaeon’s children. If we take the 
information provided in the Bibliotheca to be correct, this would indicate that Manto is 
the girl to whom it refers. If the line does belong to Apollo, one could suspect that it 
was delivered during the prologue of Alcmaeon in Corinth, for it would set the 
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 Nauck (379-389) compiled a larger amount of fragments that could have been included in both 
Alcmaeon plays, a total of forty lines. Collard and Cropp have narrowed this selection significantly; 
disregarding fragments that they felt were falsely allocated to the plays. They go further to divide the 
fragments that they have chosen from Euripides’ plays into three groups: those that they believe to be 
from Alcmaeon in Psophis, fragments from Alcmaeon in Corinth and quotations that appeared in one of 
the two tragedies but could not be justifiably allocated to either one.  
601
 See further below, pp. 320. 
602
 Webster (1967) 265. He also suggests that another god would have such as Hermes or Athena may 






Friends, friends, come forward, do come! Who is this 
stranger here, from what country has he come to Corinth 
by the sea. 
 
I agree with Collard and Cropp’s assertion that this fragment belongs to Alcmaeon in 
Corinth, for it makes reference to the city and the arrival of an alien gentleman. It is 
highly likely that this line was delivered when Alcmaeon arrived in Corinth, as 
suggested by the scholars. 
F75 
 
Son of Creon, how true then it has proved, that from noble 
fathers noble children are born, and from base ones children  
resembling their father’s nature. 
 
This fragment has not been allocated to a specific character and it is quite ambiguous 
in its nature. But it names Creon and therefore must be a part of the Alcmaeon in 
Corinth play. Perhaps it was spoken by the chorus since it could not be by Creon 
himself or indeed a member of his family. There may be a slim chance that the speaker 
is Alcmaeon, who may be addressing Amphilochus, not knowing that the young man 
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is actually his son. Collard and Cropp believed that these lines may deal with 
Amphilochus’ belief that Creon is his father rather than Alcmaeon.  
F76 
 
See how the king is fleeing into exile, childless in old age; 
one who is mortal should not think proudly. 
 
This fragment is attributed in Stobaeus’ text to Euripides’ Alcmaeon. It does not 
clarify whether it belongs to a specific location such as Corinth or Psophis, but it is 
plausible that it belongs to Alcmaeon in Corinth and is making reference to Creon. It 
could not be in reference to the king in Alcmaeon in Psophis, who is believed to be 
Phegeus, but he has had children and was not in exile. One would assume that this 
fragment would have been spoken at the end of the play when it was revealed who 
actually was the father of Tisiphone and Amphilochus. 
 The scholars Collard and Cropp have also collected a number of fragments that 
they believe belong to one of Euripides’ Alcmaeon productions but are unable to 
attribute them to a specific one. It is worth looking at these unallocated fragments for 





That a wife brings both the greatest help and  
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the greatest harm, †I have (both?) taught though 
my words†... 
 
Stobaeus attributed this to the chorus but did not indicate from which Alcmaeon play it 
came from. I believe it could feature in either production. One interpretation could be 
that the dialogue is making reference to Creon’s wife, in line with the plotline narrated 
by Apollodorus. I believe, however, that it is more likely to belong to Alcmaeon in 
Psophis. From what we can hypothesis based on the mythographers’ versions, I would 
expect this line to be a comment on the need for Alcmaeon to retrieve the necklace on 
the request of his wife, with the relationship between husband and wife being a 







How poorly dressed your body is, you poor man! 
<ALCMEON> 
I go through winter and summer in these things. 
 
The first line of this fragment is unattributed but one could suggest that it may be the 
chorus reacting to the physical appearance of Alcmaeon. I would suggest that the 
context of this exchange of dialogue was the moment of Alcmaeon’s arrival either in 
Corinth or Psophis. The exclamation made by the first speaker would suggest that 
Alcmaeon is in a period of struggle in his life, perhaps suggesting he has been chased 
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by the Erinyes. His appearance could be a deception to deceive Phegeus into giving 
the necklace back, which would indicate that this is from Alcmaeon in Psophis, but 
this is pure conjecture on my behalf. It could equally a section of dialogue from his 
arrival in Corinth and thus belongs to Alcmaeon in Corinth.  
F79 
 
Anything beyond the middling creates trouble for men; 
mortals should not wear the trappings of gods. 
 
Again, no context is provided for this segment of dialogue, but I would like to think 
that there is a strong possibility that this could be a reference to Harmonia’s necklace, 
and therefore it could be allocated to Alcmaeon in Psophis. On the other hand, it could 
be making reference to a situation within Alcmaeon in Corinth of which we are 





Alas, greatness also suffers great disaster! 
 
 
This line is ambiguous in nature and could potentially be assigned to either tragedy. 
While I am unable to allocate this fragment to a particular play, I do believe this would 
be the kind of exclamation that the chorus would have made in reaction to a situation 






Those who have fared badly should speak humbly, and not 
look back to their fortune in its pomp. 
 
The content of these lines seems to be a character responding to someone speaking or 
behaving arrogantly, which would lead me to think that it may have been from the 
Alcmaeon in Corinth production. If we are to follow the narrative offered by 
Apollodorus, the fragment could be referring to one of several characters.  Alcmaeon 
or his daughter could have been regretting their fall from previous status. On the other 
hand, Creon could be viewed as someone who had fared badly for pretending the two 
children were his own, or it could be making reference to Creon’s wife, who was said 
to have grown jealous of Tisiphone.  Or perhaps the lines concern both Creon and his 
wife, viewed as a couple who have fallen from grace. Unfortunately, we can never be 





...that god pursues for punishment foul sins committed  
against fathers. 
 
The theme of fatherhood could well have been prominent in Alcmaeon in Corinth, as it 
has been suggested that Alcmaeon returns to obtain his children who are under the 
impression that their father is Creon. This quotation could fit in well into a plot of 
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mistaken paternity but could equally be linked to Alcmaeon in Psophis in regards to 




....if you pay no heed to the father who got you. 
 
 
Just like F82, this fragment makes reference to fathers. I would propose that this 
quotation would be best placed in the Alcmaeon in Corinth since it seems relevant to 
the story outline provided by Apollodorus, which suggests the sustained focus on 
mistaken paternity. If the line was complete, I can imagine it would have been a good 
example of the irony that occurs often in Euripides’ dialogue. While we do not have 
the character allocation for this quotation, I suspect that it would have been said to 
Amphilochus about his father. The speaker would have been referring to Creon but, in 
fact, the audience would know that Amphilochus’ biological father was actually 
Alcmaeon. To heighten the sense of irony, it may have been Alcmaeon speaking this 
line, not realizing that he was talking to his own son. However, without context and 
extra information, this is all conjecture and we could on equal grounds allocate it to 




...or what advantages are children for men, father, if we are 




Here we have yet another fragment that can be linked to the theme of fatherhood, but 
this time it explicitly involves the paternal relationship with children. Again, like the 
previous two fragments, I think there is a strong case for this belonging to Alcmaeon in 
Corinth. It appears that it is a son talking to his father, which would suggest that the 
boy is Amphilochus. The identity of the father is more difficult to be sure about. This 
piece of dialogue could happen prior to or after the recognition scene and therefore 
could be directed at Creon or Alcmaeon. To continue the air of irony and theme of 
mistaken identities, I would lean towards this line being directed at Creon, with both 
the audience and Creon knowing that he is not the biological father of Amphilochus. 





Slaves have a share in their masters’ affliction. 
 
This line is very ambiguous in nature. It could be discussing something happening on 
stage or expressing a warning to a particular character. We lack clarity on context, 
speaker and source play for this fragment and there are no major indicators that can 













But go into the house…and I forbid you…if 
any (woman) crying out…to blame me….Whoever 
among men puts trust in a slave, incurs great folly in my eyes. 
 




…sweet…madly(?)…under the earth… (to?)children… 
roll…(be a?) lackey but (?) live… 
 
 
This line is quite fragmented in nature and lacks context and character allocation. 
Collard and Cropp have asserted that the second part of the dialogue would come from 
the chorus, but this is pure conjecture of their behalf. If their assertion is true, I would 
suspect that the first part of the dialogue would most likely come from a male 
protagonist due to the strong instruction that appears in the first line which indicates 
someone with authority. The line, ‘Whoever among men puts trust in a slave, incurs 
great folly in my eyes’, is the most coherent part of this fragment and echoes the 
similar warning of being foolhardy in F81 and the involvement of slaves and masters 
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that appears in F85. The question of which of the two Alcmaeon plays was the source 
has been greatly contested, with Collard and Cropp acknowledging that several 
academics have believed it was linked to Alcmaeon in Psophis. I am unsure of where it 
would fit in either production, yet the reference to children within the words allocated 
to the chorus and the main speaker claiming that it is reckless to believe the words of 
slaves, one could plausibly argue that it could be from Alcmaeon in Corinth. If, 
unbeknownst to Alcmaeon, his daughter accompanied him as a slave to Corinth, this 
could have come from the start of their recognition scene. Alcmaeon may have 
discovered that his slave is actually his daughter and, in this line, is requesting that 
Creon allow him to speak to his son, who resides at Creon’s house. The first part of 
the fragment above would belong to Creon, who would be defensive in response to 
Alcmaeon’s cross-examination and desire to uncover the truth. However, this 




Women, go quickly and let no despondency hold you back; 
for we who practice this skill must look accurately at these things. 
 
This fragment is included by Collard and Cropp in their selection of fragments that 
could be from either Alcmaeon in Corinth or Alcmaeon in Psophis. The line comes 
from a Greek lexicon that preserved a number of dramatic quotations, yet many of 
these appear in a corrupted form. In regards to this piece of dialogue, we cannot be 
sure to which play it would belong, nor who is speaking. I would assume that the 
collective of women whom the line addresses isthe chorus, for it would be out of 
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character for a tragedy to have another large group on stage alongside the choral 
performers.
603
 The skill to which the speaker refers, one would assume, is a sort of 
divination or reading. The speaker also identifies with the women when saying ‘for we 
who practise this skill…’ which would seem to suggest that the speaker could be 
female or that both parties practise the art of divination. These guesses do not assist in 
putting the quotation into the known context of any specific play and therefore offers 
us little additional material for recreating the Alcmaeon in Corinth or Alcmaeon in 
Psophis, but if the quotation is correct, it might imply that divination was a part of one 
of the Alcmaeon plays, unsurprising given that Alcmaeon’s children were born to 
Manto, a daughter of Teiresias. 
All that has been discussed concerning the surviving evidence in the opening 
part of this chapter can assist us, when used with caution, in gaining a partial insight 
into what may have taken place in Alcmaeon in Corinth. I would hypothesize, in line 
with other scholarly views, that the play would have commenced with a prologue by 
Apollo, followed by an unkempt Alcmaeon arriving in Corinth with his unbeknownst 
daughter, Tisiphone, in tow as a slave. The audience would then hear how Alcmaeon 
is looking for his children and how he has come to Corinth. At some point, Alcmaeon 
will have interaction with Amphilochus, perhaps in the form of an interrogation as 
suggested by Webster.
604
 This would prompt some humorous moments while 
discussing the relationships between families and in particular, fathers and sons, 
without the interlocutors realising they are related, in a similar way to what takes place 
in Hypsipyle (see above, pp. 221-222). At some point, Creon will enter the stage to 
interact with Alcmaeon, but what takes place in this scene and how the recognition 
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 It may have occurred within Aeschylus’ Danaids in order to host both the Danaids and the sons of 
Aegyptus on stage, although we cannot be sure. 
604
 Webster (1967) 267. 
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between the family members comes about is highly difficult to judge. In order to 
heighten the tragedy, the suggested insertion of the madness scene and a life being 
threatened, perhaps Alcmaeon’s, would be naturally engaging for an audience, 
although I am unsure of whether it would have occurred. In line with Apollodorus’ 
account, I suspect that once the family are reunited and Creon’s deception is 
uncovered, the king would then attempt to escape punishment, but the intervention of 
a god would bring the play to its conclusion. I would love there to have been a threat 
of incest between father and daughter, in line with the discussion of connections 
between Alcmaeon in Corinth and Apollonius of Tyre, but I am unsure, based on the 
surviving fragments, whether this was Euripides’ true intention. Perhaps, if Tisiphone 
is enslaved to Alcmaeon, there is an expectation that at some point a sexual 
relationship will take place in the future and this is alluded to by the characters, even 
though their identities are revealed before anything occurs. But the difficulty in 
achieving any certainty in reconstructing this particular play is undeniable, and may 
have been one of the reasons why playwright Colin Teevan preferred to use the scanty 
surviving information as inspiration for a wholly original play. 
 
3. Colin Teevan’s Alcmaeon in Corinth 
Teevan’s script, Alcmaeon in Corinth: After a Fragment of Euripides, was first 
performed at Live Theatre, Newcastle on 15th September 2004.
605
 It was the result and 
product of months of research and discussions, as well as workshops with 
postgraduate students from the Northumbria Live Academy. Teevan had been 
commissioned to devise a new contemporary piece for the students at the academy by 
Martin Wylde, who would go on to direct the first staging, but Teevan held an interest 
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in reimagining the ancient world on stage and desired to complete the Euripidean 
trilogy he had been adapting over the years.  
It was through Euripides that Teevan claims he came to drama, and immersion 
in Euripidean texts which helped him in developing his craft. As a schoolboy growing 
up in Ireland he learnt both ancient Greek and Latin, and has memories of being forced 
to translate Iphigenia in Aulis line by line, as instructed by his elderly Jesuit teacher. 
He believes that it was through the translation exercises that he learnt the fundamentals 
of theatre and became aware of ‘the dramatic line, action contained within the line, the 
scene, the characters; characteristics and trajectory, and the plot structure which were 
encrypted into the play text’.606 His interaction with Iphigenia in Aulis as a student 
clearly had an impact on him, for one of his first plays to be staged was an adaptation 
of the tragedy entitled Iph... in 1999. Three years later, Teevan undertook the other 
surviving play from Euripides’ posthumous group, when translating Bacchae for the 
National Theatre. He became intrigued with the idea of gaps in ancient theatre texts 
when he encountered the approximately 50 lines that are missing towards the end of 
Bacchae.
607
 Most translations attempt to cover the missing dialogue but Teevan claims 
that instead of using what he refers to as the ‘the traditional bandaid’, he decided to 
insert material, original text composed by himself, to make the production flow better 
in his eyes.
608
 This provided a good training ground for Teevan’s subsequent attempt, 
after being introduced to the notion that there was a third tragedy performed alongside 
Iphigenia in Aulis and Bacchae by Edith Hall, to complete the tragic ‘trilogy’ by 
recreating the highly fragmented Alcmaeon in Corinth.  
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 Teevan (2014) 6. 
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 This missing section occurs during the scene where it is revealed that Agave has killed her own son 
between lines 1329 and 1330. For a full discussion of the history of this textual crux, scholars’ 
responses to it, and attempts to restore it from the Byzantine tragedy Christus Patiens attributed 
(wrongly) to Gregory Nazianzus, see now the study by Friesen (2015) 252-60. 
608
 Discussed in interview, please see Appendix D. 
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The idea to work on the lost play stemmed from a conversation with Hall in 
2002, when Teevan’s translation of Bacchae was directed in the Olivier at the National 
Theatre by Peter Hall (no relation of Edith).
609
  All three met during a Radio 3 
discussion at that time; Edith Hall was subsequently rehearsal consultant, wrote the 
programme essay, and appeared on a National Theatre platform with Teevan on 20
th
 
May 2002.  Teevan and Edith Hall began a dialogue on the relationship between the 
three Euripidean plays performed in 405 BC, and in particular the question of the three 
actors who would have been selected to appear in the trilogy, and which roles each 
would have taken respectively in the extant Iphigenia in Aulis and Bacchae. From 
there, they started to ask which characters those actors would have portrayed in 
Alcmaeon in Corinth. This piqued Teevan’s interest and he started to work on a script 
with assistance from Professor Hall.  
She pointed him in the direction of the surviving evidence (the fragments of 
Euripides and Ennius, the mythographers and the Latin Apollonius of Tyre novella).  
Since Collard and Cropp (2008) was not yet available, she also provided the 
playwright and the director, Martin Wylde, with her own translations of her selection 
of fragments, many of which had not be translated into English before. Teevan used 
these ancient snippets of dialogue as building blocks to assist in creating his 
production, despite the words lacking context and character allocation. Unfortunately, 
just as the ancient play was lost due to lack of preservation, so the translations of the 
fragments by Hall, written out in longhand on a few pages of exercise book, have 
failed to survive, although she recalls that the collection was similar to if slightly 
larger than that later published by Collard and Cropp. She also translated the Greek as 
faithfully as possible, viewing the task of creative adaptation as belonging to the 
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playwright Teevan rather than the academic: her responsibility was to represent what 
Euripides wrote as closely as possible in modern English. 
  At the time, this is what she wrote in the Introduction which she provided for 
the published script: 
 
Approximately 23 fragments – perhaps forty lines – have been 
incorporated into Alcmaeon in Corinth. In the absence of any previous 
English translations of the fragments, I provided some. 
610
  
Hall also acknowledges in her footnotes to the introduction that there were a number 
of fragments used by Teevan that may have come from the other Alcmaeon play, 
Alcmaeon in Psophis.
611
 As discussed earlier in this chapter, it can be impossible to 
determine to which play some of the surviving pieces of dialogue belong, but it did 
offer Teevan more material to work with. In regards to how he used these fragments, 
he described it to me as the following: 
 
I played fast and loose with them - in the end it became a game of what 
I could fit in. Though I think the play is based around one of them. 
Amphilochus line - why should we have children, father ... I think we 
more or less made that what the play is all about. This also links in with 
the other two plays about parents’ relationships with children.612 
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Teevan used Apollodorus’ plot outline as a guide for his own play, but would often 
would deviate from and embellish the story, for example incorporating the motif of 
averted incest which occurs in Apollonius of Tyre.  
It is worth looking at Teevan’s new plot in detail to see where all these 
elements fit and what he has altered or developed in a different manner to further his 
aims. The opening scene reminds the audience that this is a play that is well and truly 
fragmented. In an interview with me, Teevan stated that he enjoyed investigating the 
‘post-modern’ attitude to fragments, while celebrates the attention they make the 
reader or viewer pay to form.
613
 He likes to ask how fragmentation can assist us in the 
process of interpretation; is there room for us to re-contextualize fragments, and look 
at them in different ways? What different stories could the fragments be made to tell 
by being juxtaposed in different ways?
614
 This approach is set up in the prologue. 
Rather than using character of Apollo, who some scholars have argued may have 
opened Alcmaeon in Corinth, the play commences with Hera standing on the stage, 
sifting through fragments of papyrus and paper, occasionally reading out from one. 
Teevan told Edith Hall that he had consciously modelled the character, who was 
portrayed as a slightly scatty, eccentric but humorous middle-aged woman, on her, 
because she had provided the translations from which he worked and had introduced 
him to the Alcmaeon in Corinth in the first place. The association was stressed by the 
actress who played Hera in the original production, because she conspicuously 
mimicked Hall’s verbal and gesticulatory style: 615 
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'The Gods avenge the pollution 
Caused by the murder of a parent' 
 
'Why should people have children, father, 
If they don't help them in adversity' 
 
'Aren't you aware, young women, 
What's going on in town?' 
 
The character then breaks away from her perusal of the snippets to address the 
audience directly about the state of the fragmented play: 
 
Fragments, snatches of sentences on dusty leaves 
Torn from old book rolls, 
Frish-frash fished from the silt of the river 
Of two millennia or more of words. 
Hera then returns to read more of the fragments aloud: 
'He destroyed Oedipus  
And Oedipus destroyed me, 
All because of the golden necklace-' 
 
'In speech I explained that woman is the greatest benefit 




'Argaina - becoming white.' 
 
'O child of Creon, how true it is, 
That noble children are born of noble men 
And children of ignoble men 
Resemble their fathers in nature'  
 
Again, Hera breaks away from the fragments to explain to the audience that these 
snippets will help to create the production that they are about to see, before concluding 
her introduction with one last fragment which leads into the chorus' entrance: 
 
So let us weave these words, 
The last stray and fraying threads, 
Let us weave them into a fine peplos, 
A dress fit for a Goddess. Begin then. 
 
'Friends, young women of Corinth, come see, 
A stranger is arriving on the quay. 
What sea-girt island is he from? 




Hera thus uses a variation on fragment 74 to bring the chorus of Corinthian women on 
to the stage.  
Since we have no idea of the identity of the chorus in Euripides’ tragedy, 
Teevan was free to make the decision himself. But just as most scholars assume that 
they would have been a group of Corinthian women, as in Medea, since Euripides 
preferred female choruses and the play was set in Corinth, so Teevan followed suit. 
But he told me in interview that while he wrote Alcmaeon in Corinth he was very 
aware that it was one play out of three, and therefore chose a female chorus as a nod to 
the Bacchae and Iphigenia in Aulis (in both plays the chorus are made up of women, 
although in Bacchae they are not from the local vicinity).
616
  Another factor was the 
variety of locations in which Teevan sets his action; the presence of the chorus needed 
to be plausible in all of them. Unlike authentic Greek tragedy, which usually does not 
feature changes in location (Eumenides is a notable exception), Teevan’s play jumps 
between a number of Corinthian spaces including the palace, the quay and temple of 
Aphrodite, at all of which a female collective presence is plausible. A female chorus 
also created an interesting performance dynamic in interaction with the character of 
Alcmaeon, a man with a reputation for womanizing, even if he was now attempting to 
reform.  
The chorus announce that they see Alcmaeon approaching and provide the 
audience with a summary of his situation so far which differs slightly from the 
mythographers’ versions described earlier in this chapter. The chorus claim that he 
fought alongside his father at Thebes, and on learning that his mother had been bribed 
with the necklace to betray them to the enemy, Alcmaeon swore revenge on all women 
over his father’s dying body. Teevan inserts the notion that it was an oracle that 
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commanded that he should kill his mother. As he went about the deed, the chorus 
claim that his mother cursed him by calling out, 
 
‘O, Gods avenge the pollution 
Caused by this matricide. 
Deny my son shelter, deny him rest, 
Let him not find peace on any woman’s breast. 
Erinyes, avenge my death.’ 617 
 
The chorus concludes this section by claiming that he is still pursued by the Erinyes 
and that he has ran from bed to bed in accordance with his mother’s curse. 
But before Alcmaeon actually arrives in person, Tisiphone enters the stage and 
introduces herself to the chorus. While the interaction lasts only a couple of lines, the 
audience learns that she is the daughter of King Creon and Queen Creusa and her life 
in the palace has made her very naive and inquisitive. This goes against most 
suggested reconstructions of the ancient play, which tend to present Tisiphone as 
having been sold into slavery and arriving in Corinth in the possession of Alcmaeon. 
The exchange between the chorus and Tisiphone is quickly interrupted with the 
entrance of Alcmaeon. The chorus flirtatiously start to enquire into his reason for 
returning to the city, famous for its sex trade, which reinforces his reputation as a 
womanizer. Alcmaeon divulges that he is happily married and now lives in Achelous, 
which ties in with details mentioned in Apollodorus’ version of the myth. He does not 
give the true reasoning behind his return, although we discover later in the play that he 
needs to retrieve his family’s necklace in order to free himself from the madness of 
desire and the pursuit of Erinyes.
618
 This incorporates the proposed plot of Alcmaeon 
in Psophis, which would have seen Alcmaeon attempting to retrieve the necklace from 
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The chorus force Alcmaeon to take one of the women as an escort to where he 
is staying and, taken back by her shyness, he chooses Tisiphone, remarking that that 
she is ‘not the same as them...’620 Alcmaeon flirtatiously asks her name, but Tisiphone 
refuses in a manner very similar to unrecognised family members in other Euripidean 
plays. If she had revealed her identity, Alcmaeon may have realized who she was and 
thus thwarted the rest of the tragedy, but her refusal contributes to the plot progression 
and the eventual recognition scene: similar moments can be seen in Hypsipyle when 
she unknowingly meets her sons during the opening scenes (see above, pp. 221-222). 
Teevan decides to heighten the dark humor for which Euripides is known when 
Tisiphone and Alcmaeon part ways. In an embarrassed schoolgirl manner, she points 
in the direction that he must travel and immediately disappears before Alcmaeon is 
able to thank her. On her departure he exclaims that she is the most ‘beguiling’ of all 
women he has ever been with and yet so familiar at the same time.
621
 If this appeared 
in the ancient play, the audience would have been aware of the plot, and that 
Alcmaeon is discussing having lustful thoughts about his daughter; since he is 
unaware of who she is, this would have created a darkly humorous and potentially 
disturbing frisson and atmosphere. But of course this did not have the same effect on a 
modern audience in Newcastle, at least those who did not already know the story. 
The action then shifts to inside the palace where Creon laments to a servant 
that he feels sexual desire for the girl he supposes is his daughter, Tisiphone. It 
transpires that Creon does not know that Tisiphone is not his daughter but, in fact, the 
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biological child of Alcmaeon; Teevan here goes against the suggestions of the 
mythographer Apollodorus and some of the scholars whose views I have discussed 
earlier. Teevan’s scene is very reminiscent of another Euripidean play, Hippolytus, 
where Phaedra agonizes over her feelings for her step-son to her nurse, but while that 
scene is tragic and holds a sense of foreboding, Creon’s lamenting is fairly comical.622 
The king drunkenly debates whether it is natural to be attracted to his daughter but 
tries to persuade himself to stay civilized and suppress the longing, despite the way 
thinking about her flusters him. Creon hurriedly has to pull himself together and snap 
out of his lustful moment as his wife, Creusa, enters looking for their daughter. In the 
bickering exchange between husband and wife, we learn that Creon is under the 
impression that since Creusa was barren, they were only blessed with their children 
following an intervention by the god, Apollo. He goes on to talk unfavorably about 
their son, Amphilochus, and claims: 
 
He is sullen, surly, sulking and spoiled, 
He is feckless, faithless and effeminate, 
He’s not fit to run my bath, let alone the state. 623 
 
Creon, drunkenly, moves on to discuss Tisiphone and attempts to justify his own 
feelings towards the girl, by negatively stating: 
 
All she cares about is catching glances, 
And conferring coy looks, and secret smiles..... 
Should stay at home and weave, 
Instead of gallivanting around the town, 
Men eyeing her - I know how their minds work. 
Their filthy, filthy minds - 
624
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Creon exits in a fluster, while Creusa requests that Nikarete, Priestess of Aphrodite, is 
brought to her. Creusa is then left alone to vocalize her worries about losing her status 
as queen. She confirms that the children are not blood related to either her or Creon 
but that she has raised them as her own. She also acknowledges that Tisiphone is 
becoming more captivating on a daily basis, but in a non-motherly way announces: 
 
Yet I cannot help but see her youth mocks me, 
Her soft white skin scorns the tattered sacking of my face, 
Her lightness of touch and tread and humor  




Creusa goes on to tell the audience that Apollo prophesied that the first man Tisiphone 
would lie beside would be her father. She made Tisiphone aware of the prophecy and, 
as a result, the girl has now sworn herself to chastity. The audience are led to believe 
that Creon does not know the reasoning behind Tisiphone’s decision and which has 
fuelled his desire even more. Creusa then goes on to confirm in her monologue the 
true identity of her twins. She admits that they were the product of Alcmaeon and 
Manto, with Alcmaeon giving the children to her to raise as he wanted no more to do 
with them. This goes against Apollodorus’ assertion that Creon was given the children 
by Alcmaeon, who was aware of their parentage. Creusa fears that the twin’s paternity 
will soon be revealed as she has been notified of Alcmaeon’s arrival in Corinth. The 
queen’s main issue about the uncovering of her deception is that if her husband 
discovers he is not related to Tisiphone, nothing would stop him from having her. The 
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audience also learn that Creusa was once in love with Alcmaeon and would happily do 
anything for him.  
The queen schemes to keep Alcmaeon apart from his children in order to stop 
her secret from being uncovered, but Tisiphone enters, interrupting Creusa’s thoughts 
and forcing her to adopt a motherly but authorative stance. On Creusa’s cross-
examining of Tisiphone about her prior whereabouts, Teevan has the girl admit that 
there was a sense of familiarity with the stranger, just as Alcmaeon had only a few 
scenes before: 
 
And I did feel somewhat disarmed, 
As if I knew him from some place else. 
But there was no harm in it, mother, 




Again, the audience start to learn more about the innocence of Tisiphone as she goes 
on to confirm that she has sworn herself to chastity, although longs for a time when 
she could be like the other girls in the city. Creusa deceives Tisiphone by telling her 
that she plans on not allowing this oracle to ruin her life and has made arrangements 
for the priestess of Aphrodite and her brother, Amphilochus, to escort her to Delphi to 
gain clarification on the prophecy.  
Tisiphone exits to look for her brother and explain the news, while Creusa 
welcomes Nikarete, priestess of Aphrodite. The queen asks for the priestess’ help and 
weaves a lie to her, claiming that she has a set of twin slaves, a boy and girl, who were 
brought into the household as children by her husband. She claims that while they 
were well looked after, the twins have grown up being resentful, unfaithful and lazy 
                                                          
626
 Teevan (2004) 33. 
 320 
 
and she would like to find them roles away from the palace but to keep this a secret 
from Creon. Nikarete agrees to assist the queen and to remove them from the palace 
under the pretence that they are going on a trip to Delphi, not realizing that the twins 
she is talking about are the supposed children of Creusa and Creon. Amphilochus then 
enters to ask Creusa about the journey, since Tisiphone has told him about the plan. 
Nikarete takes his familiarity with Creusa, whom he addresses as ‘mother’, as over-
bold behaviour for a slave and reprimands him, leaving Amphilochus very confused.  
As Nikarete leaves, Amphilochus questions his mother as to why they should 
go to Delphi and discusses the prophecy. Amphilochus is of the opinion that fate is 
fate and fears that his mother has an ulterior motive: 
 
It wouldn’t be our fate if we could change it! 
Is it really the prophecy you fear? 




Amphilochus states that he has seen how his sister has blossomed into a beautiful 
woman and that Creusa is jealous of this. The queen protests this angrily and turns on 
her son by announcing that she agrees with Creon that he has been spoilt and it is a 
good thing that he will be leaving. She bids him goodbye and departs, leaving a wary 
Amphilochus who vows to protect his sister at all costs, fearing that Creusa has 
arranged something.  
Teevan now inserts a choral ode that describes the backstory to the necklace of 
Harmonia, weaving knowledge of all elements of the Alcmaeon myth into his play and 
informing a contemporary audience. The chorus recount how Hephaestus discovered 
his wife, Aphrodite, was having a relationship with Ares, and trapped them in a net he 
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made to catch them in the act. He was inspired to create a necklace of gold at the same 
time, which although not overtly named, is implied to be the same necklace that 
Harmonia was given as a wedding gift, as outlined in Homer’s Odyssey.628 The chorus 
conclude their ode thus: 
 
Let us look but not touch, 
Let us desire and be desired, 




The chorus use the story of Hephaestus as an example which demonstrates the 
desirability of moderation, self-discipline and self-control of desires, which ethically 
ties into the current action on stage, as well as providing more background information 
on the object which will feature later in the next scene. 
 The play continues with Alcmaeon meeting Creusa. It is clear from their 
interaction that they have a past romantic history that has never fully been resolved. 
Creusa remains hostile towards him, while Alcmaeon tries to make amends and flatter 
her into assisting him. The audience learn that Alcmaeon is now married to Callirhoe, 
who has requested that he provide her with the necklace of Harmonia as it is his family 
heirloom. He also mentions that when he gave the twins to Creusa he left the piece of 
jewellery with them and he has been told that the necklace will play an important part 
in finding piece of mind away from the pursuit of the Erinyes. Alcmaeon asks whether 
this one time he could speak to his children and try to obtain the object, but Creusa 
concocts another web of lies, this time claiming that the children have died, in part to 
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protect her secrets and position with Creon. She still seems aggrieved at having been 
jilted by Alcmaeon when she was his lover all those years ago.  
Taken aback to hear that both his children have passed away, Alcmaeon 
quizzes Creusa about their bodies’ whereabouts, but Creusa accuses him of only being 
interested in getting the necklace back and not really caring about the children 
themselves. She mentions that she will look into recovering the necklace. But now 
they are interrupted by a drunken Creon who alleviates the tense atmosphere between 
Alcmaeon and Creusa with a humorous reunion scene.  The king tries to get his old 
friend, Alcmaeon, to view his daughter, Tisiphone, because Creon claims that his 
friend is a connoisseur of women and would like his opinion. Creusa tries to shut 
down the conversation by informing her husband that their children have gone to 
Delphi, but Creon in drunken lust continues to discuss Tisiphone and even suggests 
that Alcmaeon marries her. Alcmaeon declines but mentions that he had intended 
meeting his own daughter recently, only to hear that she had met her demise, unaware 
that they are discussing the same girl. Creusa is much relieved when Creon suggests 
that the two men go out for the evening to catch up, which provides her with an 
opportunity, aided by a servant, to find the necklace for Alcmaeon.  
As the action now moves from the palace to the temple of Aphrodite, the 
chorus perform an ode discussing the temple and the business that is conducted there. 
They explain that rather than the temple being a place of love and devotion, the 
establishment’s primary focus is offering sex: 
 
Young girls sing songs to Aphrodite,  
They see not the reality 
Of her child Eros who does not care 
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Whom he crosses, whom he infects, 
Whom he reduces to despair 
With his fatal shafts, with sex. 
It is he who makes the good man crave 
And the man who then makes the woman slave. 
 
The weft is woven through the warp, 
I push the shuttle back and forth, 
My life stretched upon the loom, 




This ode sets up the next scene where Nikarete brings Tisiphone into the temple. A 
confused Tisiphone queries why they are not going to Delphi, and it is explained to her 
that there was a change of plan and instead she will now learn the ways of the 
goddess’ slaves. The audience discovers that the siblings have now been separated and 
Amphilochus has been sold to the High Priest of Apollo. As Tisiphone is introduced to 
the rest of the women at the temple, she protests that she is there by mistake, 
suggesting that her necklace would be proof that she is the daughter of a king. 
Nikarete takes the necklace, believing Tisiphone stole it from the palace, and suggests 
she will sell it. During the rest of the interaction, Tisiphone learns that her supposed 
mother is responsible for putting the siblings into slavery. Nikarete soon realizes that 
Tisiphone does not have any desirable skills and, therefore, she tasks the rest of the 
temple girls to train her in the amorous arts and find her unique selling point. This 
gives the chorus an opportunity to perform an ode full of metaphors to teach Tisiphone 
the way to pleasure a man: 
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Making love is like drinking wine, 
Some have leisure to take their time, 
And swill it round about their mouth, 
And pretend they know what they’re talking about. 
But we haven’t got all day, 
Our clients pay by the hour, 
So here’s what you do and what you say. 
 
Dip his finger in the glass  
Put it between your lips 
And taking care to catch all the drips, 




Interestingly, this choral ode breaks down just after halfway through, with some ladies 
of the temple humorously suggesting that Tisiphone should pretend to be a beast or 
bird to entice her man. The conclusion of the choral segment has them explaining that 
the art of seduction is key to gaining a man’s attention.  
Nikarete welcomes Creon and Alcmaeon to the temple and offers the services 
of the ladies. Tisiphone disguises herself with a veil when she recognizes her supposed 
father, Creon, and the stranger from the quay, Alcmaeon. Alcmaeon claims that he will 
not partake as he is happily married now, but Creon and Nikarete encourage him. 
Creon becomes intrigued by the disguised Tisiphone, especially as Nikarete describes 
her as ‘a foal as yet unridden by a man’.632 When Creon tries to unveil her, the girl 
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tries to escape his advances, but to defuse the situation allows Alcmaeon to view her, 
unknowing that she is revealing herself to her biological father and inadvertently 
putting herself in a situation that she has been trying to avoid. Alcmaeon recognizes 
Tisiphone from the quay and asks for her name. Here, Teevan interestingly 
incorporates one of the surviving fragments often linked with Alcmaeon in Psophis 
into the play, having Tisiphone claim her name is ‘Argaina. Becoming white.’633 
Alcmaeon remains intrigued by Tisiphone and she woos him further in a bid to avoid 
being with her ‘father’: 
I’ll transform into a bird for you, 
A nightingale blown by the winds 
Across the sand and sea from Africa. 
Though my voice is weak, I’ll sing for you, 
And you shall hold me to your breast and stroke me, 




Alcmaeon chooses Tisiphone over the other girls, while Creon, in a manner which 
could be potentially uncomfortable for a modern audience, comments on how the 
feelings for this unknown, virginal girl are similar to those that he has for his 
Tisiphone, being unaware that in fact he is referring to the same person: 
 
I understand my friend, 
The attraction of the unwalked way. 
Sometimes I find, you know, with my own daughter, 
                                                          
633
 F73 is a short fragment stating only ἀργαίνειν and is featured in Nauck’s Tragicorum graecorum 
fragmenta, but Collard and Cropp’s collection of fragments (2008a) 81 refers only to it in their notes as 
belonging to Alcmaeon in Psophis. They translate it as ‘to whiten’. It is featured in Teevan’s production 
on page 64. 
634
 Teevan (2004) 65. 
 326 
 
Sometimes, in her company, I find that I  
Can barely breathe. I come here for relief  
But it lasts no longer than my journey home. 
Better you have her, don’t want to fan the flames.635  
 
As the group disperses, Creusa’s servant enters to inquire whether Nikarete has the 
necklace in her possession and obtain it. The action moves to a bed chamber within the 
temple where Amphilochus has arrived. The audience learns that he has managed to 
escape from the high priest to Apollo and is here to keep his vow and protect his sister. 
He plans to hide behind the bed and cut off the man’s head when he forces himself 
upon Tisiphone.  
Unaware that Amphilochus is present, Alcmaeon and Tisiphone enter the room 
and awkwardly realize that they are now alone. Alcmaeon tries to create a relaxing 
mood by offering Tisiphone a glass of wine, who gulps it down. She attempts 
seductively to show Alcmaeon how to appreciate a glass of wine, clumsily replicating 
what the chorus had shown her earlier, but spills it on herself. Alcmaeon assists her 
out of her damp clothes, with Teevan specifically suggesting in the stage directions 
that he does so in the manner of a father than a lover. Perhaps this is a way of 
highlighting that Alcmaeon feels he has missed the opportunity to be a father, not 
knowing that he still is one, subverting Cresua’s earlier assertion that he is not 
interested in his own children. Without revealing too much, Tisiphone explains that 
she is a daughter of a king, which prompts a protective outburst from Alcmaeon: 
 
I meant that a father should have more care 
Where his children are and what they do. 
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What right has he to call himself a king, 
If he can’t take care of the very thing 




He goes on to ask Tisiphone who her father is so that he can remind him of his fatherly 
duties, unaware of the irony that in part he is talking about himself. When the girl tries 
to change the subject, Alcmaeon reveals that he has lost two children and he breaks 
down. While Tisiphone comforts him, he exclaims that the Erinyes are within his 
head, tormenting him. This scene could be a nod by Teevan to the madness scene that 
was suggested by the Roman playwright, Ennius (see above pp. 275-6), but rather than 
Amphilochus being the catalyst as suggested by Webster,
637
 the playwright chooses 
the other child. 
In Alcmaeon’s madness he is reminded of his mother whom he murdered: 
 
Alcmaeon 






Like her! Like her!  
The same dark hair, the same blue eyes. 
I must be mad when every girl I meet 
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Again, this is Teevan taking a dark moment and alleviating the tension with humour. If 
Tisiphone was not his daughter, it would be a very tragic moment involving a man 
tormented by the image of the mother he murdered, but the audience is fully aware 
that what he is probably seeing is the familial traits that his daughter—still unknown to 
him—has genetically received. Tisiphone tries to comfort him by offering to relax him 
through sex and wine, but instead becomes overcome by the amount of alcohol she has 
consumed and has to lie down. Still in his madness, Alcmaeon calls out to the Erinyes 
asking them what they want: 
 
The Gods are amateurs compared to these, 
This the punishment for the pollution  
Of the patricide and the matricide. 
And now they wake again 
At the mention of my dead children? 
What? Did I kill them too? 
All around me dies. 




Teevan plays with irony to lighten the mood again by having Alcmaeon questioning 
whether the young woman’s father is being punished in the same way he is himself, 
again unaware that he is making reference to the same person: 
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Look at this girl here; 
Abandoned, sold into slavery. 




Alcmaeon’s outpourings lead into the next choral ode, where the chorus perform as the 
Erinyes, explaining who they are and how they torment, providing a modern audience 
some insight into why they have returned to plague Alcmaeon: 
 
We are the Erinyes, 
The forgotten of the world 
Inside all your hearts 
We lie curled and waiting. 
We are the memories of grief 





The action returns to Alcmaeon, whose fit of madness has now passed. He discovers 
that Tisiphone has fallen asleep. As he gazes at her, he realizes that he cannot act upon 
his sexual impulses for some reason, perhaps suggesting that his sense of parental 
responsibility is innate and unknowingly preventing him: 
 
I can’t. I am unable. Something in me shouts stop. 
is it over? Is this why the oracle  
Had me come home? So I may learn restraint, 
Responsibility and self- control  
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Alcmaeon’s musings are interrupted by Amphilochus, who jumps out of his hiding 
place and puts a knife to the stranger’s throat; both men are still unaware of each 
other’s identity. As the brother tries to defend his sister’s honour, Alcmaeon starts to 
unravel the truth. Amphilochus explains that they are the twin children of the king and 
queen and that Creusa has attempted to get rid of them due to her envy of Creon’s lust 
for Tisiphone. On discovering their ages, Alcmaeon starts to search Tisiphone for the 
necklace and seems relieved not to find what he is looking for. He describes the 
necklace to Amphilochus, who confirms that Tisiphone should have the piece of 
jewelry in her possession. This prompts Alcmaeon’s recognition of the twins and he 
reveals himself to Amphilochus. 
Here, Teevan incorporated another quote from the surviving fragments (F 84) 
into the dialogue and has Amphilochus speak these lines: 
 
Your son? 
Tell me then, why do people have children, father, 
If they won’t care for them in adversity? 
You were dead to me before, 
Why should I not kill you now?
643
   
 
This tense recognition scene between the father and son highlights how easily the 
outcome could have been very different; Alcmaeon committing incest with his 
daughter and then being murdered by his son. Amphilochus spares his father’s life in 
order to stop the cyclic nature of the curse and to expose Creusa’s deception. The 
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dramatic intensity of this scene is lightened by Teevan in the concluding line of the 
exchange between the father and son when a clueless Alcmaeon asks for 
Amphilochus’ name.644 
In the final scenes of the play, the action returns to the palace where Creusa 
now has the necklace in her possession and is inquiring about Tisiphone’s new 
occupation. She revels in her success, claiming she has now sought revenge on Manto 
and Alcmaeon’s relationship, and her husband’s lustful eye. She prepares herself for 
Alcmaeon’s arrival, believing that she could woo him one last time. Teevan again slips 
in a version of one of the extant fragments (F79) by having the servant, Isthmias, 
speak the wise words: ‘Excess is inversely proportional to success, Mortals should not 
dress themselves as Gods.’ 645 A blind Alcmaeon arrives on stage, led by a slave who 
is actually Amphilochus in disguise. Not aware that he is unable to see, Creusa tries to 
seduce her old partner by wearing the necklace that she has located, but is soon 
stopped in her tracks when she realizes his blindness. Alcmaeon reveals that he had 
read the oracle incorrectly and acquiring the necklace was only part of what needed to 
happen. He describes how the pursuit of the necklace lead him to the bed of a young 
woman who averted his insatiable lust and instead prompted him to fall into a 
dreamlike state. There he discovered that his children were still alive and, in fact, the 
girl lying next to him was his daughter. On awaking he knew the truth. Narrowly he 
had averted committing incest and on seeing the girl’s eyes staring back at him, he fell 
blind.  
Creusa dismisses his story by claiming that he is foolish and should be 
ashamed to tell such a tale in front of a slave. Another surviving fragment - F85 - is 
introduced into the dialogue, with Alcmaeon responding: 
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A slave must share his master’s sufferings, 




Amphilochus is revealed as the slave, prompting Creusa to realise that the truth has 
now been unveiled. She pleads for mercy from Alcmaeon, claiming that she did it out 
of love for him, but when she discovers that Creon now knows the truth, she runs off 
stage to her room implying that she must run away. Amphilochus pursues her offstage, 
leaving the chorus to repeat some foreboding lines from the ode they had sung at the 
temple earlier in the play: 
 
The weft is woven through the warp, 
I push the shuttle back and forth, 
My life lies stretched upon this loom, 




Creon angrily enters looking for Creusa, but is stopped by Isthmias who reports that 
the queen has taken her life. Like a messenger from other Euripidean tragedies, the 
character reports the action that has just taken place off stage but also embellishes it 
with the story of how Creusa came to have the two children in her possession and how 
they had only lived because of her intervention. It is reported that she stabbed the pin 
of her broach into her heart and died in Amphilochus’ arms. Isthmias and the chorus 
exit to attend Creusa’s body, leaving Creon, Alcmaeon and Tisiphone alone on stage.  
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Creon discusses the revelation that Tisiphone is not his daughter and concludes 
that his feelings for her were natural. Alcmaeon offers Creon to arrange a marriage 
with Tisiphone but she fiercely objects to this. Creon refuses to take her rejection and 
calls upon the gods to assist him. After a comic pause for the entrance of a god, 
Alcmaeon announces that the gods have abandoned them, which prompts the entrance 
of Hera, claiming that the gods have just got older and if she is late to arrive then it is 
because she has other things to do. The goddess launches into a monologue which 
summarizes the play’s action and ties up all the loose ends. She tells the blind 
Alcmaeon to return to his wife, Callirhoe, with the necklace, but foretells his fate in 
line with Apollodorus’ version of Alcmaeon’s death. Hera also commands that Creon 
and Tisiphone should marry to fulfil in some way the oracle’s prophecy, which stated 
she would lie with her father, but this could now be re-interpreted as meaning her 
‘pseudo-father’.  
Teevan also includes references to the story of another Greek tragedy while 
telling the future for Tisiphone. Hera claims that Tisiphone’s daughter, Glauke, will 
die at the hand of Medea on her wedding day, alongside Creon – a scene which is 
reported in Euripides’ Medea. Amphilochus, although not on stage to hear, is said to 
found the town of the Amphilochean Argos. Hera concludes her monologue by 
retelling a story about an ant which highlights the ephemerality of life and civilization: 
 
Briefly, under the heat of the benevolent sun 
An ant crawled from the crack or hole, 
Where he cowered all winter long. 
And he looked up towards the heavens, 
And, thinking himself blessed, busied himself 
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Building on earth the shapes he had seen in the sky. 
And when he’d done, he looked at what he’d built. 
And he thought it most mighty and most marvellous. 
And called it a city, and he thought himself a God 
For the making of this trifling thing. 
And he ruled over it with a rod of iron. 
But when the sun’s light grew more harsh and slanted, 
The wind picked up and unplucked the threads 
From which his world was woven, 
Till nothing but a few fragments remained, 
Snatches of sentences on dusty leaves 
Torn from old book rolls… 
And he went back down the crack or hole 
And curled up, and waited for the sun to shine again. 
 
As shown in the speech above, Teevan brings in the idea of the fragmented and broken 
into the conclusion of his production to mirror the opening scene, but also to provide 
the final thought of the production as stated by Hera: 
 
Enjoy the brief light of the sun, 
It is all, then the darkness comes. 
 
There are, therefore, some major differences between Teevan’s offering and 
the contents of Euripides’ Alcmaeon in Corinth according to the extant materials. The 
progonal probably led its audience to believe that Tisiphone was Alcmaeon’s slave 
prior to the play, but Teevan allows the audience to get to know the young woman 
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prior to enslavement and she is not brought to Corinth by Alcmaeon, although the 
playwright nods to this by putting Tisiphone in a situation where she is ‘brought’ for 
sexual company. While from some accounts it is implied that Creon was the deceiver 
in the original production and thus fled when his deception was revealed, however 
Creusa is the master manipulator within this new version of the story. She tries to hide 
the past deeds that she has committed by telling more lies and does everything for her 
own personal gain. She is superficial character who is driven by power and lust. 
Amphilochus certainly shares this view on the revelation of the truth, by claiming as 
follows: 
 
....who would shelter 
A woman who has sold her son and daughter? 
A woman who has deceived her husband, 
Not only as to who his children were, 
But who she secretly desired and planned  
To lure into her viper’s bed? 648 
 
However, Alcmaeon invokes sympathy for Creusa by implying that if Amphilochus 
was a little older and wiser he would potentially understand why she did these acts and 
to have compassion for her. This, alongside the retelling of Creusa’s death, is Teevan 
stating that in these situations moral issues are not all black and white. Sometimes, 
parents commit out-of-character actions in order to protect their children, and equally 
children can fail to understand their parents’ reasoning.  
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In her introduction to the play, Hall suggests that the ‘trilogy’ to which 
Alcmaeon in Corinth belonged was about parenthood and its discontents, for the extant 
plays feature a father sacrificing his daughter and a mother slaughtering her son; 
Teevan, howeve, believes that three plays’ collective concern could be equally seen as 
childhood and its discontent with parents.
649
 He claimed that each production within 
the trilogy that featured Alcmaeon used the parent/child relationship to look at the 
relationship between society and its subjects: 
 
Interesting what the nature of the trilogy can give you. You can look at 
things and then turn it on its head. Euripides’ was obsessed...well 
maybe all Greek playwrights...or all theatre is about the family. Even 
Godot was about family. I think the Greeks saw every relationship as a 
struggle. The parent and child is a struggle, man and woman is a 
struggle, the person and the state is a struggle, but maybe it was the 
clear, linear way that they saw drama. I think in all their representations 




I would agree with this statement. Teevan certainly highlights this within the 
relationships of the characters in his production.  
In my view, Teevan’s play is much heavier on detail in regards to its 
characters’ backgrounds, and hosts more complicated actions, than what may have 
occurred in the original. The play between a number of different locations which 
rarely would happen in Greek tragedy, and which did not happen in Alcmaeon in 
Corinth as far as we know. It is also evident that Teevan’s relationship with ancient 
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Greek literature is complicated. On one level there are clear links to classical drama; 
the play is still set in an ancient setting and Teevan follows a basic structure familiar 
from Euripidean tragedy.
651
 Whereas many playwrights shy away from the on-stage 
gods of Athenian theatre, Teevan physically incorporates divinity, as well as referring 
to religious practices such as divination and prophecy, and also incorporates other 
fundamental parts of ancient tragic theatre such as the chorus and scenes featuring a 
messenger. The playwright also makes nods to various Greek tragic plots within his 
production. These include Oedipus Rex, which also featured a blinding scene and the 
theme of incest. In Alcmaeon in Corinth, it is not the act but rather the potential for 
incest to have occurred that prompts the paternal blindness, and unlike Oedipus’s 
blinding, it does not occur in a violent or graphic manner but in a more mystical way.  
Teevan described this scene as staging the trope that when Alcmaeon realises 
who he really is, he is then struck blind. The character finally sees the truth but then 
loses the ability to see. Teevan wanted to pay homage to this type of curse by making 
connections between Oedipus and Alcmaeon: 
 
The blinding came from something more than just Oedipus. They [the 
family of Alcmaeon] are a part of the house of Oedipus and that the 




Teevan’s production also draws upon his knowledge of other Greek dramas. There is a 
whole choral ode where the chorus undertake the role of the Erinyes and sing of their 
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persecution of Alcmaeon, no doubt inspired by Aeschylus’ Eumenides. The audience 
watches Creon lustfully pine after his supposed daughter which comically echoes 
Phaedra’s desire for her step-son in Euripides’ Hippolytus. However, the playwright 
claims that he also drew upon the opening of John Ford’s Jacobean tragedy, ’Tis Pity 
She’s a Whore (c. 1623). Teevan claims in my interview with him, that writers, like 
himself, like to argue for what is taboo in society. In order to highlight how Creon is 
desperate to seek an opportunity where it would be allowed to bed his supposed 
daughter, the playwright drew upon the scene in Ford’s play where the brother, 
Giovanni, presents arguments to the priest in support of his sexual relationship with 
his sister Annabella.
653
 It is interesting that (although Teevan did not know this), the 
ultimate source of Ford’s story was another lost Euripidean tragedy, Aeolus, in which 
Macareus argued that it was only social convention which prevented him from 
sleeping with his full sister Canace (fr 19 TgrF): the intermediary texts here were 
Ovid’s Heroides 11 and an Italian tragedy, Canace (1588), by Sperone Speroni.654   
 Another notable reference to ancient Greek tragic plots is Teevan’s usage of a 
messenger to narrate the death of Creusa. This one is similar to the messenger speech 
in Sophocles’ Trachinian Women.655 However, the playwright also drew upon other 
inspirations to flesh out his recreation of the fragmented. The main choral parts were 
inspired not by ancient tragedy, but by epigrams in honour of successful prostitutes by 
Nossis, a female poet from Hellenistic Italy.
656
 Teevan was given this material by Hall, 
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in the translation of Josephine Balmer,
657
 during their discussions of the play and he 
described how it underpinned not only the chorus but the storytelling: 
 
…it’s very beautiful, it just worked really well - so this idea about 
desire and the destructiveness of desire which sort of goes against the 
golden mean. But also the need for desire, that sort of, there’s this 
lovely balance in Greek - the person without desire is equally as 




Another particularly important influence on Teevan’s play was Shakespeare. 
Teevan tried to emulate the Euripidean tragic model of only three main actors 
portraying all of the individual speaking parts. But, as Teevan acknowledged, it would 
have been insane for his version to only feature three main actors, since he wrote it for 
students to practice their acting skills.
659
 He therefore took a flexible approach, with a 
bigger cast of actors, but borrowing from Shakespeare the idea that one actor could 
play two characters in the case of Tisiphone and her twin brother, Amphilochus.
660
 In 
addition, the tone of his play is similar to that of a Shakespearean tragicomedy, rather 
than a straightforward tragedy. This is not in itself unEuripidean: especially in his later 
plays, Euripides often plays with the generic expectations of tragedy and creates 
scenes which are sometimes undeniably comic in effect. As we have seen, this tone is 
sometimes evident even in the fragments of the Alcmaeon plays. 
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 One fragment that was included in the list of surviving fragments of the 
Alcmaeon plays by Nauck, but not by Collard and Cropp, was translated by Hall for 
Teevan (she remembers them discussing and laughing over it). It was consequently 
picked out by Hall in her introduction to the play as an excellent example of possible 
hidden comedy within the tragic play.
661
   
 
F68 
<Α.>μητέρα χατέχταν τὴν ἐμήν, βραχύς λόγος. 
<Φ> ἑχὼν ἑχοῡσαν ἤ <οὐ> θέλουσαν οὐχ ἑχών; 
 
Hall translates this as: 
 
<A> killed his mother, to put it in a nutshell. 
<?> Was this a consensual act, or were you both reluctant? 
 
This line takes a light-hearted view of the matricide that Alcmaeon has committed. He 
seems to admit to the deed in the first line, while the unknown respondent replying 
with a slightly dimwitted answer. The response would not be out of place in a 
television sitcom today and perhaps it is lines like this that prompted Teevan to make 
his drama funny. He even states that he is not attempting to make this production in 
any way ‘an academic reconstruction’; his intention was to create ‘a good, fun play’.662  
The playwright’s strategy, tone and style were also informed by the other two 
tragedies with which it was performed.  The structure of the three plays played an 
important part in planninghis Alcmaeon. He views the play as light relief between the 
two other tragedies, while also reflecting some aspects of both plays: 
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And I think the tone of that is quite telling, as it’s possibly funnier than 
some of Euripides’ tragedies might be. But again we thought of the 
structure …and that the Alcmaeon comes in the middle, so it’s kind of a 
light relief and a reflection on both…663  
 
There is an array of types of humour included in Teevan’s interpretation that includes 
such unconventional venues as a temple that houses a brothel (although he was aware 
that some ancient temples of Aphrodite, including possibly that at Corinth, employed 
‘heirodules’ or sacred slaves who may in some cults related to eros have offered 
sexual services). Much humour is extracted from misconstrued or unknown identity. 
This comically lightens the potentially dark moments within the play. We are of 
course never going to know how an ancient Athenian audience would have reacted to 
Teevan’s play, but even for a modern audience it could have been quite disturbing to 
watch a young girl such as Tisiphone forced into prostitution by her supposed mother, 
only to nearly embark on a sexual relationship with her own biological father. 
However, Teevan embellishes these moments with comedic flourishes, almost 
reminiscent of Aristophanes, the Greek comic playwright. It is a very sexually charged 
play at times and is evocative of the sex war comedy, Lysistrata (in fact there is a 
reference to the infamous ‘lioness and the cheese grater’ position mentioned in the 
oath scene near the beginning of Lysistrata while Teevan’s chorus discuss sexual 
exploits which Tisiphone might instigate).
664
  
In Teevan’s tragicomedy interpretation, all the adults on some level are 
motivated by sex. Creon lusts after his supposed daughter and therefore has to attend 
the temple in order to be sated for a while. Creusa wants to retain her status by 
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preventing any idea of a sexual union between Creon and Tisiphone, as well as dealing 
with her own lustful feelings for someone other than her husband. Her interactions 
with Alcmaeon are filled with seductive innuendos; she only offers to assist him in the 
vain hope that he may repay her in a sexual manner.
665
 Alcmaeon tries not to be driven 
by sex despite his previous reputation; he is intrigued by Tisiphone, however, initially 
mistaking a fascination born of a familial blood tie for sensual desire.
666
 In contrast, 
the children, Tisiphone and Amphilochus are viewed as sex objects. This mainly 
affects Tisiphone, who is the object of both her fathers’ desire. Amphilochus, although 
it is not seen on stage, also finds himself desired as if he were a sexual commodity by 
the high priest of Apollo, but manages to escape the priest’s advances, as he describes 
to the audience.
667
 While early in the play, Tisiphone expresses a yearning to be like 
the other girls in the village and be able to interact with men, neither she nor her 
brother is particularly motivated to partake in sexual activity at all. Tisiphone, to avoid 
the prophecy being fulfilled, denies herself any sexual interaction until it is forced 
upon her. So Teevan has chosen to involve a very sexually charged plot in his 
Alcmaeon in Corinth, one which certainly cannot be sure would have been so 
prominent in Euripides’ original. One could suggest that the playwright is trying to 
make some kind of point here, but Teevan claims that he does not write drama to send 
specific ‘messages’ to his audience but rather to focus on shared emotions and 
experiences of humanity which would include sexual desire: 
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I write drama to discover what I think about the difficult things, the 
contradictory things, the intractable things; war, love, desire, death and 





Overall, Teevan has created a new version of the lost play which, just like ancient 
drama, can be interpreted in a number of ways by different audiences. Teevan reports 
that two significant re-stagings of his Alcmaeon in Corinth (although only one 
managed to be fully performed in front of an audience) have occurred in recent years. 
In my interview with the playwright, he discussed how each chose to focus on the play 
in a different way. In May 2012, Angellier's Actors' Studio based at the University of 
Lille performed Alcmaeon in Corinth in English. According to Teevan, they had a 
preoccupation with the final speech by Hera that discusses the life of an ant: 
 
…to them it was all about the ant. They were the ants. They focused on 
that speech. That is the big speech and what it tells you about the play. 
It’s about civilizations, it’s about the Greek civilization itself but it’s 




The National Theatre of Macedonia also commissioned a stage version of Teevan’s 
production, but unfortunately, the sponsorship disappeared at the last minute, after 
Teevan had actually arrived in Skopje in Poranešna Jugoslovenska Republika 
Makedonija (the Former Yugoslavian Republic of Macedonia or FYROM, which 
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declared itself independent in 1991). The project never came to fruition. It did, 
however, inspire the playwright’s radio play, Massistonia, broadcast on BBC Radio 3 
in 2011.
670
 Teevan was under the impression that the National Theatre of Macedonia 
had wanted to stage the production because they saw the play in nationalist terms, as 
somehow representative of their own culture. They wanted an opportunity to reclaim 
Euripides as their own since as the ancient tragedian had died in Macedon (although 
whether or not they are justified in seeing the Macedonian haunts of Euripides and 
other Athenian visitors as equivalent to the territory covered by FYROM is of course a 
matter of bitter dispute).
671
 They also were fixated on the closing speech about ants 
and the transience of civilization since, they believed, it reflected the development of 
Macedonia:  
 
They saw it as the ants and civilization and that civilization waxes and 
wanes. Crumbles into fragments and there you have a society that is 
very radical. In England, there is a continuous story of civilization and 
development, whereas in somewhere like the Balkans you have 
somewhere which is very fragmented and ruptured and very disputed. 
There is no single narrative. Maybe the story changes by location rather 
than context. For some plays, every society has a different take on what 
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In conclusion, while what has survived of Euripides’ Alcmaeon in Corinth 
cannot be used to produce a reconstruction of the play, Teevan has managed to create 
a version of Euripides’ lost play which can appeal to a modern audience but still gives 
a strong nod to its ancient roots.  By supplementing the sparsr fragments with his own 
additional material, influenced by his prior knowledge of Euripides and theatre in 
general, the playwright has given Alcmaeon a new lease of life and has offered 
possible solutions to the problem of what has been lost. The fragmentariness of the 
play gives the playwright more opportunity to adapt or tinker with the original story, 
but the relationships and situations that are present in the new creation are often found 
embedded somewhere deep within the evidence for the original. Most importantly, 
however, Teevan’s work has proved that even a fragmented ancient play can still 
touch a contemporary audience, for tragic drama deals with the fundamental issues of 
humanity which transcends time and can speak to ordinary people from any time 


















This thesis has so far showcased individual ancient Greek plays with missing parts, 
and asked how modern playwrights have responded to them in the creation of new 
plays partially recreating the ancient source play. By looking at all the ancient works 
under discussion in depth and detail, I hope I have fulfilled my three first objectives: I 
have made a contribution towards broadening our understanding of the fragmented 
play, demonstrated in each case the materials to which the modern playwright would 
have access, and, in some cases, I have offered new interpretations of the surviving 
evidence. But placing the ancient play next to the contemporary version has allowed 
me to fulfil my main interpretative goal, which is to contribute also to our 
understanding of the modern works by questioning the decisions made by the modern 
playwright and their interaction with the fragmented story.  
While I have analysed and discussed the contemporary adaptations in the 
context of their original ancient plays for the majority of this thesis, I believe, as a 
collection, these productions offer even more insights. Due to their engagement with 
the fragment, each piece of theatrical work could be commended as a new and unique 
approach to classical theatre. The playwrights/directors differ in their intentions, as 
documented in earlier chapters, with many claiming that they have not created their 
fresh versions of the fragmented play with any particular message or aim in mind, 
however, it is clear when analysed together, that these plays do hold a number of 
shared ideas, and certainly point to an overarching thought: they all seek to revise the 
classical canon. As stated in my introduction, these plays have been consciously or 
 347 
 
subconsciously influenced by the time period they were written in: the 1980s and 
beyond. The playwrights/directors are working in a post-modern era that has been 
shaped by the shifts in cultural attitudes on a myriad of topics, as well as within the 
field of classical study. These productions contribute to this cultural trend by 
attempting to push the boundaries further. Collectively, this group of artists have 
questioned what is the ‘normal’, breaking away from the classical canon of theatre. 
The revolution of attitudes within society, and academic world of classics and classical 
theatre, has prompted the playwrights/directors mentioned in this thesis to search for 
alternatives, thus encouraging the rise of interest within ancient Greek fragmentary 
theatre. They have been drawn to these fragmens in order to subvert the classical and 
cultural milieu, creating their own new approach to classics. No longer do they want to 
pursue the ancient playwrights as they have been known for hundreds of years, but 
instead view them with a new lens, providing an alternative version that engages their 
lost works with the contemporary world. They see the fragment as an object of infinite 
possibility for exploring a number of themes. 
By way of conclusion, I want to collectively compare the results of my 
enquiries into the individual modern works and their source fragmens. By this means I 
hope to highlight the common features that they share and what enrichment they can 
together, as a distinct body of dramatic pieces, bestow on Classical Performance 
Reception and indeed of the whole tradition of ancient drama in performance from 
antiquity to the present day. In the course of the comparative analysis, I will also draw 
conclusions on what motivates modern playwrights to engage with the texts. The 
discussion first addresses the approaches to the fragments taken by the modern 
playwrights in their creative approaches and dramaturgical strategies, and then the 
themes which seem to have attracted all of them, before closing with some final 
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observations on our continuing fascination with the fragment and on evidence that 
more plays inspired by ancient Greek theatrical apospasmata are continuing, and will 
continue, to be written. 
 
Approaches 
From looking at the contemporary productions that I have investigated in this thesis, I 
have noticed that playwrights take three distinct approaches to dealing with a 
fragmented production and developing a recreation:  
 
1. Embellishment  
This is an approach that has been taken by playwrights when there is a substantial 
amount of material on which to base the production. Usually there are a number of 
surviving fragments that, alongside detailed accounts of the story recorded in ancient 
sources, can provide some dialogue and a fairly coherent scene structure.  In order to 
develop a fluid production the playwright may feel the need to simply to embellish 
lines so that they are complete, and, where there are gaps in scenes to insert dialogue 
that would be in keeping with the production and the style of the ancient playwright. 
This is seen in Tasos Roussos’ version of Hypsipyle, where he has utilised the extant 
papyri fragments of dialogue as the main body of his production but has inserted 
scenes and additional lines in order to complete the production and make the action 
flow.  As discussed in the chapter on Hypsipyle earlier in this thesis, it would appear 
that Roussos also drew inspiration with regards to the story both from the 





2. Self-Conscious Attention to Fragmentary Status 
Some of the contemporary productions examined in this dissertation have made 
explicit references to the fragmentary nature of the ancient play, but two playwrights 
in particular have not only mentioned the disjointed state of the extant material but 
have significantly and resoundingly highlighted it within their stagings. This occurs 
mainly when dealing with papyrus finds where large and fairly complete scenes have 
been discovered and made available.  The playwright decides to address the problem 
of reconstruction overtly and builds it into the production. This was notably used by 
Harrison and Wiles, whose plays revel in the fragmentariness of the underlying texts 
in a profoundly metatheatrical manner. Their characters can step in and out of the 
action, speak lines from both within the papyrus text and outside it, commenting on 
what they are witnessing. This strategy allows their productions to retain a sense of 
incompleteness. 
Fragments remain fragments, or morph into an action with a different 
chronological and topographical setting, rather than assimilating additional material 
set in the mythical time of Greek tragedy, based on ancient accounts, to make the work 
coherent. The Trackers of Oxyrhychus, the first and greatest of all the plays I have 
discussed, was fundamentally transformed into a performable production by Harrison 
by adding in the archaeological scene when the papyrus was discovered early in the 
20
th
 century at the beginning, and the complex scenes featuring the satyrs, Silenus, the 
story of Marsyas and then contemporary reality either in Greece or London after the 
main body of surviving dialogue.  The fragmented state of the play is discussed in both 
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new episodes. The papyrus is physically represented on stage (the satyrs famously 
leapt through it for their parodos), the audience are encouraged to read words on it 
aloud, and during the National Theatre production they tore it into shreds to use as 
bedding and even toilet paper.
673
 
Wiles, who was deeply influenced by Trackers, employed this idea when he 
undertook a production involving the fragments of Euripides’ Hypsipyle. As discussed 
earlier in this thesis, instead of trying to fill in the gaps to make the play seem 
coherent, he opted for drawing attention to how fragmented and severed the extant 
material is. Quite often, within his production, there were moments where lines were 
left incomplete and acknowledgement by the characters that the embedded play could 
not continue due to lack of continuous dialogue. In both Harrison’s and Wiles’ plays, 
therefore, the fragmented status of the ancient text was celebrated in a manner that 
reminds us of the physical state of the lost play, but also so handled that it drew 
attention to the question of in what ‘completeness’ or incompleteness, in any theatrical 
performance, actually consists. Teevan also drew metatextual and metathreatical 
attention to the fragment issue in the opening scene of his Alcmaeon in Corinth, by 
having the character of Hera sift through fragments on stage and reading snippets 
aloud, but once the main action on the human level began, the self-consciousness 
about the fragmentation disappeared. Overall, his version would fit into the next 
category. 
3. New creations 
The final style of recreation that I have identified in my research occurs when the 
playwright has very little to work from the original play and therefore decides to create 
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almost from scratch a wholly new production with the fragments as inspiration. I 
believe this has been utilised the most in the productions featured in this thesis, in 
particular, by those engaging with Sophocles’ Tereus, Aeschylus’ Danaid tetralogy 
and Euripides’ Alcmaeon in Corinth. The playwrights working with Sophocles’ 
Tereus, Wertenbaker and Laurens, had a number of fragments available to them that 
would have been able to guide them, but not a significant enough yield that could 
provide much substantial dialogue or even dramatic context for the lost play. Laurens 
even acknowledged that completing the play constituted far more than just an exercise 
in filling in the missing gaps.  Additional material, such as the narration of the tale in 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses and accounts from the mythographers, was essential to both 
women developing new plays inspired by Sophocles’ Tereus.  Similarly, neither 
Purcărete nor Mee had much ancient evidence to play with when attempting to stage a 
version of the whole group of plays by Aeschylus on the Danaid theme. The surviving 
play from the tetralogy, The Suppliants, could assist the playwrights to an extent but 
there was not hardly any surviving evidence from the rest of the tetralogy to build 
upon and therefore they had to rely upon other ancient accounts to inspire their 
original and creative responses to the story. Teevan also took this approach when 
dealing with Alcmaeon in Corinth, although he did deliberately include a number of 
extant fragments in homage to the original play. Despite this, Edith Hall is correct in 
describing his play as ‘wholly original’.674  
To conclude this sub-section, I would like to make some comments on the 
‘academic’ component in contemporary plays based to ancient dramatic fragments.  
The academic componenets fall into three categories. Some playwrights took an 
approach involving serious and substantial academic research, while some were not 
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overly concerned with philological minutiae and much more focussed on creating 
good modern theatre. The third group attempted to combine the two.  Wiles is our 
main example of a dramatist who took the academic route. He makes it very clear in 
his introduction to the script and within the play itself that there is an experimental 
element to his version of Hypsipyle.
675
  But the attempt to achieve some kind of 
‘authenticity’ arguably contributed to a rather stagnant and clinical effect.676 The 
desire to the keep the ‘true’ voice of the ancient play alive, whilst being commendable, 
means that the production lacks performability and becomes an exercise in 
reconstruction. 
It is through the eyes of the second group of playwrights, who are inspired by 
the extant material, that we can hope to see the plays ‘live’ again. Mee, Purcărete, 
Roussos, Laurens and Wertenbaker allow more scope for story development in their 
versions and do not obsess over the minor details of what would have occurred in the 
original. They are not bound by the question of what piece of dialogue belongs to 
which character and make their own decisions on whether to agree with academic 
consensus in regards to what action occurred. If it does not work dramatically, they are 
happy to disregard scholarly controversies altogether.  Most of these plays are seeing 
numerous revivals because they are entertaining and performable, even if their staging 
conventions depart widely from those of ancient Greek drama in their original 
performance contexts. I feel, however, that by making great theatre they are 
fundamentally being true to the spirit of the ancient playwrights, who were creative 
artists rather than scholars.   
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The final group of playwrights are those who combine the academic research 
with their own ideas on the plot. Harrison and Teevan pay homage to the lost play by 
overtly including as much fragmentary material as they think is feasible and engage 
with academic discussion surrounding the work. However, they do not seek to just 
display the extant material but incorporate their own ideas and produce original 
material alongside the ancient. By allowing the material to breathe within a new 
theatrical frame, their works may be further away from what would have occurred on 




Colin Teevan was fairly accurate when he stated that all Greek drama was about the 
family.
677
  With the exception of Harrison’s Trackers, where the satyr family was less 
a domestic unit than representative of the ‘brotherhood of man’, or rather the 
‘brotherhood’ of the oppressed and working-class throughout history, each of the other 
new plays in this thesis, which were responses to tragedies rather than satyr plays, 
have had the family and in particular marital couples and children at their core. This 
reaffirms our previous understanding that familial relationships were a recurring theme 
within Athenian tragedy. The knowledge we have gained from the complete plays that 
have survived—even the early and unusual ‘history play’ Persians—shows that, in 
tragedy, struggles within families were paramount. The reconstructed plays that have 
been considered in this thesis reinforce certain views we already hold on typical plot 
patterns in tragedy, but also introduce us to a couple of scenarios which we might not 
otherwise have realised were acceptable on the ancient stage.  
                                                          
677
 For interview please see Appendix D. 
 354 
 
 In the case of the ‘rescue’ plot of Hypsipyle and the ‘happy ending’ of 
Alcmaeon in Corinth, we do have a good deal of precedent in Euripides’ lighter-
hearted extant works, especially Andromache (which features a captive slave woman 
in trouble with her mistress), Iphigenia in Tauris and Helen.
678
  Both Euripides’ 
fragmentary plays discussed here, Hypsipyle and Alcmaeon in Corinth, deal with the 
discovery of separated parents and children. In Hypsipyle, it is a mother separated 
from her sons and forced into slavery, but reunited with her children after a series of 
intense events leading to a recognition scene. This scenario is inverted in Alcmaeon in 
Corinth where it is the father who is unintentionally reunited with his children. The 
failure to recognise one’s own child is a trope that is played out in both productions. 
The two parents in their respective plays come into contact with their lost children 
unaware of their true identities but, while they are unable to identify their familial link, 
I believe that Euripides would have made it clear to the audience that the bond 
between parent and child would still be prevalent so that a subconscious recognition 
would take place between the characters. In Hypsipyle, the extant fragments tell us that 
the mother takes a maternal stance with the young men on their initial meeting. It is a 
comical engagement as she does not realise that when she praises them and their 
mother, she is talking about herself.  
This may have also occurred in Alcmaeon in Corinth, although we cannot be 
fully sure due to the lack of evidence and what survives often has little context. As I 
outlined in the chapter on the play, a number of surviving fragments could have been 
said by Alcmaeon to Amphilochus without either man realising that they were related. 
But, as we have seen, it is plausible that Alcmaeon only just avoided committing 
incest with his daughter, especially if we accept Krappe’s hypothesis about the 
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relationship between the Euripidean Alcmaeon and the hero of Apollonius, Prince of 
Tyre.  This would be unparalleled in any tragedy currently extant. While there may not 
be substantial evidence to support the view, in the contemporary adaptation, Teevan 
brings this to the fore by inserting comments that suggest that Alcmaeon is able to see 
a family resemblance in the girl and has the character announce that Tisiphone looks 
like his deceased mother.
679
 
The family is just as central to the fragmented tragedies by Aeschylus and 
Sophocles that I have featured in this thesis. The surviving evidence for Aeschylus’ 
Danaids tetralogy places emphasis upon the relationship between a father and his 
daughters. It is thought that the women would have been loyal to their father and 
without question would carry out the horrific actions he commanded. The idea that one 
should be so devoted to their father and immediate family seems to be a prevalent 
theme which was questioned in the lost parts of trilogy and is addressed in Purcărete’s 
adaptation in a way which makes Hypermnestra’s disobedience more dramatic. The 
father-daughter relationship is abandoned in Mee’s version. He instead chooses to 
focus on the bond between sisters (as of course Aeschylus may have done in the lost 
plays). The allegiance to sisterhood is further stressed in Big Love by eliminating the 
role of the father, although, as suggested in my discussion, the role of the patriarch is 
partially absorbed by one of the sisters.
680
  
The interest in devotion between female siblings was clearly also a feature of 
Sophocles’ Tereus. Indeed, the revenge killing of Procne’s son and her hostility to 
Tereus must have implied that the connection between sisters could prevail over 
women’s loyalty to either husbands or children. The contemporary adaptations 
continue to stress this familial bond, with Wertenbaker and Laurens creating new 
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scenes in which the audience can see how connected the women are. Both new plays 
also refer to the wrong-doing that Tereus has committed against Procne and 
Philomela’s father by treating his kin in such a humiliating and painful way, but this 
crime is downplayed in comparison with the devastating impact that Tereus’ 
behaviour has had on the sisters. It is interesting that warm bonds of sisterhood 
appears in two of the ancient texts I have examined, for it is not a theme which appears 
often in extant tragedy, where sisters, indeed, often bicker (Antigone and Ismene; 
Electra and Chrysothemis). Our extant plays portray the brother-sister bond as a much 
stronger affective tie, perhaps reflecting the patriarchal tastes of the men who were 
responsible for creating and copying out the tragic canon. 
 
2. Violence  
The ancient plays discussed in this thesis often connect the theme of family with the 
motif of savage violence, just as we would expect from exant tragedies such as those 
of the Oresteia, Oedipus Rex and Hippolytus. The type of violence can range from the 
murder of a kinsman to the suicide of a character. In the plays discussed within this 
thesis, it is most notable in the fragmented tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles, with 
both Danaids and Tereus featuring highly graphic murders. While we have no 
substantial fragments that prove that the Danaid trilogy was particularly violent, the 
plot outlines that have been provided by various ancient accounts imply that, at some 
point during the action, mass murder would take place. In what I consider the final 
play within the trilogy,
681
 it is supposed that the young women, minus one who is 
unable to, would murder their husbands on their wedding night on the instructions of 
their father. While we are unsure of how this act would have been reported in the 
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ancient play, I would assume that the horrific scene would have been described by a 
character who narrated all the gory details of how the men met their violent ends. In 
my view, violence is embedded in the ancient Danaids production, and this is 
recognised by the contemporary playwrights who chose the play as inspiration. Both 
Purcărete and Mee host this violent scene on stage, rather than providing a graphic 
narration. They both stress the family connection to enforce the visual horror of the 
violence.  
In both Purcărete’s Les Danaïdes and Mee’s Big Love, the audience witness 
how a common bond between sisters can exacerbate a desire for revenge and 
individuals’ willingness to participate in murder. In Purcărete’s play, the women move 
as one, and prepare to commit murder ‘in sync’ with each other, afterwards stepping 
back to admire their violent work. More violence at the hand of the women is 
threatened, but not acted upon, when they discover that Hypermnestra, their sister, has 
not joined in the crime; her sisters’ violent reaction signifies the importance that the 
women place on the concept of sisterhood and family honour.  
Mee’s production goes further to expose the sisters’ savagery by suggesting 
that the murder almost develops into a torture scene for their husbands. Each couple 
stylistically enacts different torture methods, such as having a bed of nails being 
pushed into one groom’s chest, before committing the savage murders with kitchen 
knives. Mee also plays up the sisters’ sense of unity and the need to punish the sibling 
who refused to participate. While Purcărete’s women are collectively menacing in 
attempting to punish their non-murderous sister, Mee has one woman, Thyona, 
aggressively vocalise her anger at the betrayal of the sisterhood and choosing the love 
of a man over her fellow siblings.
682
 From both contemporary productions of 
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Suppliants and remnants of the tetralogy, the impression is given that these women 
view sisterhood as a bond that should be respected and one which overrides any other 
relationship, apart from their bond with their father, of course.  
These are the only Athenian tragedies, as far as we know, to feature sisters who 
jointly conspire and commit murder. However, I believe that there is a common thread 
that runs through both the fragmented plays of the Danaids and Tereus, which 
potentially motivates the violent acts that take place. In each ancient play and their 
contemporary realisations, there is a character - or characters - who display an 
overwhelming sense of desperation, passionately looking for a way out of their 
predicament. In Tereus, this occurs in all the lead characters. Tereus needs to keep his 
secret involving the rape of Philomela and therefore out of fear performs the gruesome 
violent act of cutting out the young woman’s tongue. This deed goes on to ignite a 
sense of desperation within Philomela to communicate her plight, through the 
alternative vocalising device of the tapestry (or in the case of Wertenbaker’s 
production, through the usage of dolls) and find salvation with her sister. On 
discovering the extent of her husband's deception and the lengths he has gone to in 
order to keep it hidden, Procne develops an overwhelming desperation for justice, 
which manifests in an anger that encourages her not to think twice about taking the life 
of her son as Tereus' punishment for his treachery. The women’s desperation is 
heightened by the isolation that they face. They are in a foreign land with no male 
relative around to assist in obtaining retribution, thus prompting them to perform the 
violent acts. In Aeschylus’ Suppliants, the Danaids had their father with them, 
although he was unable to protect his daughters in the foreign land they find 
themselves in and against the force of Aegyptus’ sons. It is due to the desperate need 
to avoid marriage to their cousins, that they believe the only way to avoid the ordeal is 
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by committing a violent crime. Mee places emphasis on this in his adaptation by 
having the girls claim it is the only way to escape on a number of occasions. In fact, 
Mee’s Danaids see violence as the only answer: Thyona even threatens early on in the 
play that in the absence of any help, they will commit violence against themselves and 
stage a mass hanging.
683
 
The theme of desperation and violence can also be seen to a lesser extent in the 
fragmented Euripidean plays analysed in this thesis. Mastronarde claimed that ‘tragic 
women who seek violent revenge are often acting directly because they have no male 
kin surviving or present to act upon their behalf of their family’.684 This can be seen in 
Eurydice’s aggressive outbursts in Hypsipyle. From the fragmentary material, we can 
see that she threatens Hypsipyle after the accidental death of her son, in lieu of having 
her husband present. In her grief she sees no rational explanation and is desperate to 
get vengeance for the loss of her child. Perhaps she would have committed some 
violent act if she was not stopped by the arrival of Amphiarius. Roussos certainly 
heightens this violent and desperate atmosphere by having Hypispyle tied up and 
restrained.
685
 He also adds a scene towards the end of the play which showcases 
Eurydice’s husband returning and flying into a violent range against the captive 
woman, convinced that she should die for her supposed negligence.
686
  
We do not know enough about Euripides’ Alcmaeon in Corinth to speculate on 
the prominence of despair, but if my hypothesis about the plot is correct, Creon would 
have been desperate to keep his secret concerning the real paternity of his son. This 
would drive him irrationally to violently threaten the life of Alcmaeon. But Teevan 
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chooses to give the despairing role to Creusa because he wants to compose a female 
suicide messenger speech.  
In a rather surprising move, the incomplete satyr-play, Ichnetuae, develops 
from what an ancient audience would expect to be a comical production into 
something more like a violent tragedy.  From what we can ascertain from the papyrus 
evidence, there is no indication that there was any violence in the play other than 
boisterous satyr carousing and perhaps knockabout or slapstick. However, Harrison 
incorporates a sense of violence to highlight the plight of the play text across time, 
which is in turn symbolic of the plight of the oppressed throughout history and the 
violence done to them by the rich and powerful. The playwright takes the bacchanal 
satyrs and, in his final scenes, develops them into a group of disillusioned outsiders.  
The speech on Marsyas warns them to not hold any aspirations above their station, and 
describes the kind of persecution and agony to which they will become subject if they 
disobey. In the Delphi production, the satyrs then descended into football rioting, and 
in London they began to abuse one of their own, Silenus, physically and verbally. 
Their desperation incites aggressive behaviour and their footwear—which used to be 
clogs performing joyous dances—turns into violent weapons with which they can 
commit Grievous Bodily Harm.
687
 While no character within the production suffers 
the violence of death, apart from Marsyas in the retelling of his flaying, Harrison 
retains an air of violence within his final scenes to highlight some of the contemporary 
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3. Contemporary Socio-political Issues  
Harrison’s version of Sophocles’ Ichneutae demonstrated how easily Greek drama can 
be manipulated to discuss issues that are of importance to the playwright or adapter. A 
number of themes were drawn out in the contemporary realisations of the fragmented 
plays researched for this thesis. These new productions became platforms for 
discussion. The Trackers of Oxyrhychus not only gave Harrison the opportunity to 
bring the fragmented play to life, but also to comment overtly on 1980s class culture. 
The final section of his play, which is made up of completely new material, sees the 
satyrs find themselves in an alien world, 1980s Britain. No longer can they reside in 
the fragmented play as it is indecipherable. Silenus guides the audience through this 
new space explaining why the satyrs have now embraced a sense of disillusionment 
and have become representative of the 1980s Everyman; frustrated with their social 
position. Harrison reflects the idea that it is those who possess a higher social standing 
than the Everyman who decide what is of cultural value for themselves and the rest of 
society within his character of Apollo, who refuses the satyrs access to the lyre and 
social mobility. I also believe that Harrison was attempting to show that a large divide 
between what is deemed as high and low culture exists and that there was no place for 
the ancient satyrs, with their low-brow humour, in 20th-Century Britain. The 
playwright wanted to ensure the survival of this art form. He also employed other 
devices to bring attention to the social issues that Thatcherite Britain seemed to be 
avoiding, by drawing comparisons between the satyrs and the Southbank homeless, 
indicating that both groups had been forgotten about.  
Mee also incorporated thoughts on contemporary society and culture into his 
interpretation of a fragmented play. He is the only playwright amongst those studied in 
this thesis who positions his whole ‘fragmented Greek play’ production within a 
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contemporary setting and includes a plethora of contemporary references to which the 
audience could instantly relate. In my view, Mee includes the character of Olympia, 
one of the Danaids, to reflect the vacuity of modern society. She seems highly 
influenced by consumerism, desiring specific brands of creature comforts, rather than 
taking any interest in the events that are unfolding around her. In fact, a number of 
Mee’s main characters in Big Love are representative of various stereotypes within 
modern society: the arrogant male with an overwhelming sense of entitlement, the 
angry feminist and the aggressive, gormless follower. It is through these characters 
that Mee poses and explores a number of questions about society. Fundamentally, the 
playwright is asking his predominately American audience whether one should get 
involved with the issues of others and what defines justice, thoughts that may have 
been at the forefront of the intended audiences’ minds when the production premiered 
in 2000. Purcărete’ version of the Danaids also posed questions about assisting others, 
drawing upon immigration issues that were occurring in France in the mid-1990s. 
These references were not as overt as Harrison’s or Mee’s, but could be seen subtly in 
the costume design, which evoked Bosnian refugees. 
688
    
The two playwrights who were inspired by Sophocles’ Tereus drew upon 
similar themes in their productions, despite a gap of twelve years between their 
compositions. The idea of survival was at the fore, but not just in the roles of the two 
leading female characters.  Just as Harrison was preoccupied with helping the satyr 
drama as a genre survive, so Wertenbaker wanted to draw attention, if less overtly, to 
the theme of the loss of cultural identity and ancestral language. She explored what 
occurs when the marginalised lose their voice, which can prompt violence to erupt 
within society. By exploring this nexus of ideas within the context of the Tereus play, 
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she made the point that we should strive to assist in the survival of people’s identities 
and give a voice to those who are not heard in society. Laurens attempted a more overt 
way of displaying this need for language to survive in her adaptation, The Three Birds, 
by incorporating languages that were declining in usage into her dialogue.
689
   
In the case of the Euripidean fragmented plays, my view is that Roussos and 
Wiles did not aim to highlight contemporary themes within their adaptations, although 
Wiles was keen to point out that the play can change meaning for a modern audience 
depending on the performance style in which it is performed.
690
 Some people have, 
however, seen in Teevan’s version of Alcmaeon in Corinth an engagement with the 
theme of civilisation, especially in France and FYROM, despite his insistence that he 





Fragmentary ancient plays can in one sense never be completed, any more than any 
live theatre performance can ever be repeated in an absolutely identical manner. 
Theatre is ephemeral: to think about fragments of texts written for performances 
centuries ago is in one sense no different from thinking about whole plays written for 
performance centuries ago: this is the transitory nature of theatre and  indeed of the 
wider study of the past. What happened long ago, inside or outside theatres, can be 
documented via physical and textual evidence, but once the moment of an event or 
play has passed, all information relating to it becomes by definition incomplete. Even 
the information which we do possess pertaining to ancient theatrical performances, 
and even the surviving texts, may have been tampered with on a larger scale than we 
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like to admit during the whole process of transmission, as Taplin reminds us.
692
 Just 
like a tattered papyrus, our knowledge of Greek theatre production is full of holes and 
parts that we just cannot comprehend. The text is a merely a small part of the play as a 
whole, which is a Gesamtkunstwerk. We rarely know much, even when we have a text, 
about the aesthetics of the original performance, since it was the actors and chorusmen 
who brought the play to life. If we think about extant tragedies in this way, the 
procedures involved in staging fragmentary plays look less radically hypothetical and 
more similar to ‘regular’ modern productions of ancient drama.  
The popularity of fragmented plays and their involvement in contemporary 
theatre continue to grow. Wertenbaker’s Love of the Nightingale has been undertaken 
by a number of production companies including stagings at the Oxford Playhouse 
(2009) and Putney Arts Centre (2010). It has even inspired an opera, with music by 
Richard Mills, which premiered at Sydney Opera House in 2011. Laurens’ The Three 
Birds has seen a number of revivals since it was first staged, and most recently at 
Ryerson University, Canada in 2008. As discussed in the chapter on Alcmaeon in 
Corinth, Teevan’s play was restaged in France.  
The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus has been revived more than once; it was staged at 
the West Yorkshire Playhouse in Leeds in 1998 and by Omniprop Productions in 
Melbourne, Australia during August 2009, twenty years after it made its debut at 
Delphi. It is also performed by university students, for example by the Classics 
Department at Durham in the late 1990s. Les Danaides, on the other hand, although 
undertaking an extensive original tour, has not seen a revival in recent years, 
potentially due to the obscurity of the script and epic staging that would be needed. 
Wiles’ production of Hypsipyle was clearly designed as a one-off, and focussed on the 
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idea that the production is an event that can not be exactly replicated, just like the 
fragmented play. 
 Interestingly, since I embarked on my research, a new project has been 
announced which will see the academic sphere collaborate with the world of modern 
theatre to investigate the idea of fragmentation in the modern world. The theatre 
company Potential Difference and Dr Laura Swift, Lecturer in Classical Studies at the 
Open University, will collaborate to produce a piece of theatre inspired by the lost 
fragments, and will investigate themes such as memory, communication and how 
people today relate to the past. Their current work seems to focus on the fragmented 
plays of Euripides, but if the interest in this field grows, perhaps we will be able to 
celebrate all the fragmented plays of the ancient playwrights. 
As scholars interested in ancient Greek drama, we should perhaps look more 
intently at both these fragments and their modern recreations to broaden our minds 
about what may have occurred on the Athenian stage. While these fragmented plays 
do not give a well-rounded view of what may have taken place in their performance, 
what they do give us are additional voices from the ancient world and thus they 
enlarge the evidence for this academic field. In regards to the modern productions, all 
theatre is a transient state and will ultimately always be fragmented. By embellishing 
and staging these broken plays, we can discover new themes and ideas that were once 
hidden within the writing.  In classical scholarship there will always be pitfalls when 
dealing with fragmentary materials, as Garvie acknowledges in his discussion of 
Danaids. He states that scholarly discussion on the lost play will always include 
uncertainties and potential possibilities as it is incredibly difficult, if not impossible, to 
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draw definite conclusions. ‘All theories on such extant materials could be very well 
made redundant but a single papyrus find’.693  
This can equally apply to Greek drama as a whole. The allure of the fragment 
for scholars is that we see these incomplete pieces as providing us with a truly 
significant and potentially game-changing utterance, delivered in the voice of someone 
from speaking in the theatre of Dionysus in the classical period. I hope that my thesis 
has proved that these utterances have undoubtedly enriched not only our experience as 
theatregoers ever since Harrison’s Trackers, but also our understanding of the classical 
Greek theatre and of the wider ancient thought-world. 
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Interview transcript with Joanna Laurens, The Three Birds playwright. 
Conducted via email on 6 April 2014. 
 
Charlotte Parkyn (CP): Could you tell me a little about your background and what your 
engagement with the classical world is like? For example: did you study it at school or were 
you interested in the myths and stories? 
 
Joanna Laurens (JL): I have no classical background and no previous engagement with the 
classical world.  I did not study it at school, and was not particularly interested in the myths or 
stories previously.  I have no knowledge of Ancient Greek or Latin. 
 
CP: How did you come into contact with the story of Tereus?  
 
JL: I saw Tim Supple's production in Stratford of 'Tales from Ovid', which was obviously all 
the tales and not just the Tereus myth.  But the Tereus bit caught my eye and I thought to 
myself that it could be a whole play, in itself.  I did a bit of research and found out that it once 
had been a complete stand-alone play. 
 
CP: When you started to write The Three Birds, were you aware of Timberlake Wertenbaker’s 
Love of the Nightingale? Had you read/seen it? Or any other versions of the story? 
 
JL: No, I knew nothing of Timberlake Wertenbaker's play - and still haven't read it or seen it, 
actually.  No other versions of the story. 
 
CP: Did you have any other influences apart from Ovid? Did you look at other tragedies for 




JL: Writers always have more influences than they are consciously aware of.  I didn't look at 
other tragedies, no.  I didn't receive any academic input - since academics are not necessarily 
also good writers!  The only external input I had, was when I approached a few academics to 
ask them to translate the few lines I needed into other languages.  The play was written in 
6weeks, 3weeks in Belfast at the end of term time when I was doing my undergrad degree, 
whilst also writing essays, and 3weeks in Jersey (where I'm from) where I was on Easter 
break. 
 
CP: What did you find interesting about the Tereus’ myth? Where there themes that stood out 
for you that you wanted to explore?  
 
JL: I thought the idea of eating someone you love and not knowing you have eaten them was 
especially striking!  The difference between a star-struck pining lover, and a rapist, could be 
mostly whether the man can contain his desire and accept disappointment.  And of course the 
idea of minority voices being silenced and not being heard. 
 
CP: What was the process for creating your version of the ancient play?  
 
JL: I just sat down and started to write.  I actually began writing at Act 1, Scene 1 - which 
you'll see is more naturalistic in the language, than some other parts of the play.  I went back 
and wrote the Prologue later.  I thought to myself that the language was probably silly and no 
one would like it, but that I shouldn't censor myself but should just write it all and then think 
about things like that.  The play came out in the order it came out in, and didn't require major 
editing.  I did work with a great dramaturg - Katherine Mendelsohn - who was the resident 
dramaturg at the Gate, where the play was first produced.  I really valued that experience and 
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think dramaturgs should be part of the process always!  I worked with her on all my 
subsequent plays too, as a result. 
 
CP: I’ve noticed that you have included at least one of the surviving fragments in The Three 
Birds (‘Sun, greatest glory of the horse-loving Thracians’ - at the end of the play). Why? Did 
you consider using any others? 
 
JL: As a nod to, and acknowledgement of, the previous play.  I did consider using other 
fragments, but the language was not the same as the language that I was using, and they would 
have stood out too much.  I was able to get that one in though.  I had been originally hoping 
there would be more fragments, and writing the play would be more like creatively 'joining the 
dots' between the existing fragments - when I realised there were so few, so partial, and no one 
knew in what order they came, I realised I was going to have to put that idea aside. 
 
CP: A lot of modern interpretations of this myth tend to focus on the plight of the girls rather 
than the love confusion that Tereus suffers with? Could you explain your thoughts behind 
this? 
 
JL: I think the best account I have for why I focussed on Tereus as a frustrated lover is really 
in the Introduction I wrote for the text itself.  No one can empathise with a rapist.  We can all 
empathise with a frustrated lover.  To empathise with him and want him to 'get the girl', we 
then become complicit when he does 'get the girl' - in a forceful way.  Our feelings about him - 
and us - are then more complex. 
 
CP: Who do you think has the most interesting relationship in the play?  
 




CP: What is your favourite scene in the play and why? 
 
JL: I don't think I have a favourite scene, there are too many I like, and they are all dependent 
on each other. 
 
CP: You used a number of different languages in your play, some of which are identifiable 
and others that you have created yourself (for example the language that Procne and Philomela 
use). Could you explain a little why you employed these? 
 
JL: Again, this is explained in the Introduction to the text - regarding minority voices being 
silenced.  Many languages are dying out these days... obliterated by English. 
 
CP: The play like most Greek tragedies deals with a lot of violent subject matter, but most of 
the acts are performed off-stage. From the stage directions, you opted for the violent acts to 
take place in front of the audience. Could you discuss this choice for me? 
 
JL: I find a lot of classical theatre to be extremely tedious in the long accounts of things which 
have happened off stage.  It's not very dramatic and doesn't make for good theatre, I think!  It 
probably originated in the idea of poetry being an oral account of something - and theatre 
originally being spoken poetry - the idea of 'acting', as we know it today, wasn't fully fledged 
initially. 
 




JL: Hopefully the themes and issues of Greek tragedy are still relevant to us today, because 
they concern what it is to be human and the basic human emotions which we all have a lived 
experience of.   
 
CP: What message or thoughts did you want your audience to walk away with after seeing the 
play? 
 






Interview transcript with Silviu Purcărete, Les Danaïdes playwright/ director 
Conducted via telephone on 14 May 2014 
 
Charlotte Parkyn (CP): You have done a number of productions involving Greek Theatre. 
Why do you like Greek Theatre? 
Silviu Purcărete (SP): Why do you work on this thing? It is because it is very alive and it is 
very important for today’s humanity. So it is its nature that interests scholars and artists. So for 
me, it is one of the most interesting dramatic literature, the Greek tragedy and Greek theatre in 
general. 
CP: And how did you find the Danaids tragedies? 
SP: Do you know it actually doesn’t exist? It doesn’t exist. It was only one play. One of the 
seven plays that has been found of Aeschylus. It was the Supplicants. And it looks like, I mean 
there are documents that say, this tragedy was part of a tetralogy. So a whole day performance 
text. It was, as it often happens in Greek theatre, three tragedies which have the same subject 
in fact and then a comedy, a satiric drama at the end.  So all that was for a tetralogy. So it was 
like a play, like a game – like a child’s game – to try to invent that tetralogy on stage. So this 
was my purpose. It was not scientific, of course, because it is not possible because it was like a 
joke.  
CP: A puzzle? 
SP: Yes, it was just a theatrical invention. I tried to imagine how could that be all the story.  
CP: We have two fragments of dialogue for the final play. Did you look at those? 
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SP: I don’t remember very well, but I think, yes, indeed, that besides the Supplicants, there 
were some notes somewhere about the subjects of the lost plays. I mean, even though the plays 
were lost, there were some memories about the content of it…some on the subject were 
known. So I tried to invent the plot and because I needed phrases and words I decided again to 
use phrases, sentences from the other plays of Aeschylus. So all the words actually belong to 
Aeschylus. But I made some kind of play, like a puzzle. You see, I took one sentence from this 
play and another half a sentence from another play. You see? I just made a puzzle.  
CP: That is fascinating. I did not know that. 
SP: Absolutely, because there is none left of the text of these tragedies. If I remember, there is 
one sentence or one verse that belonged, or they say belonged to one of these plays. But for 
the rest, there is nothing. So all the text, all the lines are made from the other plays of 
Aeschylus.  
CP: You chose a woman to play Danaus. Did you write for her in mind? Or did you want a 
woman to play the character?  
SP: Well, I thought this was an androgynous character. It was not only a woman because she 
had also a barb.
694
 I now see that it is quite in fashion.
695
 Yes, I don’t remember what was the 
reason when I did that…I don’t remember why…what the original of this decision but I just 
wanted Danaus to be androgynous character because he is also the father and the mother of the 
girls.  
CP: Yes, he plays both roles. Do you think he was manipulative? He made the girls do things? 
SP: The play, the story, says somehow, yes, because in the story he is the one who suggests to 
the girls, his daughters, he suggests to them to murder their husbands.  
                                                          
694
 A beard 
695
 Reference to the 2014 winner of Eurovision, Conchita Wurst, an Austrian drag act who became 
known for wearing evening gowns while also sporting a beard. 
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CP: And is he to blame or are the girls responsible? 
SP: I don’t know. It is up to you. Just look at the play and decide.  
CP: And you used the gods in a very important role. Lots of modern plays do not use the gods 
anymore. Why did you use the gods? 
SP: In general, in the Greek tragedies, the gods may appear. In Aeschylus, in the Oresteia, we 
have Apollo and Athena and then in the Greek tragedies it is quite common to have the gods. 
Anyway, in all those stories, tragedies, they are main characters. So why not bring them on 
stage? Also they are manipulating the human destiny.  
CP: And for this play, what do you think the important themes were? What do you want the 
audience to know/think at the end? 
SP: I don’t remember that. In fact, I don’t think that I ever have such ideas. I don’t have a 
purpose to make the audience to think something or not. I’m just presenting a play and 
everybody will think in his own mind. I don’t have ideas that I have to expose on purpose, to 
impose them at the very end. It is a play. Any piece of art is an enigma, in fact. And it is 
enigmatic. It is actually a question, it is never an answer. That is why we make art: because to 
ask questions, never giving answers. 
CP: Would you ever think about doing anymore Greek tragedy? 
SP: Well, in fact, less than one week ago I did a performance of Oedipus, Sophocles’ Oedipus. 
So, indeed, this is the first time after the Danaids…no I am lying…I did the Bacchae…and 
also the Oresteia...but the last one was the Bacchae in 2000. This is the first time in fourteen 


















































































Interview transcript Colin Teevan, Alcmaeon in Corinth playwright 
Interview conducted in person on 27 March 2014 
 
Charlotte Parkyn (CP): You do a lot of Greek theatre. What fascinates you about Greek 
theatre, why do you use it; why do you take inspiration from Greek theatre? 
 
Colin Teevan (CT): That’s a tough one. I’ll probably answer that at length in my inaugral, 
which is going to be a performance of The Seven Pomegranate Seeds. What do I…. I think 
probably, Greek theatre was the first way I came by theatre. Because I studied Greek at school 
and we had to laboriously translate Iphigenia and Oedipus Tyrannus almost line by line. It 
meant that I think I learnt an awful lot more about theatre and how playwrighting worked from 
having to do that than actually studied Shakespeare in English where you looked at it in a very 
literary way themes and socio-historicism and all that kind of thing, so, I really think I learned 
dramaturgy from the Greeks. I love the scale of it. I think also the classics of Irish theatre, of 
the Gaelic revival, were built on, in a very conscious attempt to bypass the British social 
realist theatre and that tradition were built on, classical Greek models and there being some 
interesting staging. But you know in the past 20 years that they have staged them much more 
like Greek, like The Well of the Saint, as actually a sort of Greek impoverished Greek peasant 
tragedy….. So I think it was there in the culture and it was definitely there in my background 
as a writer. And then I was asked to translate… well i think it was discovered I could translate 
from the ancient Greek after I’d written my first few plays, so thats when I translated the 
Iphigenia in Aulis which itself has an interesting fragmentary history. So I became interested 
in that and since then I have done the Bacchae which obviously has one major gap in it. I 
chose to fill with original material rather than to use the usual band aid and then Alcmaeon in 
Corinth. Interestingly, I’ve done a lot of Greek sort of adaptations since then, but not, based on 
 411 
 
Greek but actually original works. And I have translated Lysistrata which has not been done 
yet but actually apart from that, I’ve really focused on Euripides’ last trilogy. 
 
CP: They often say that Euripides is a lot more like modern theatre style and is a bit more 
accessible for a contemporary audience. Would you say Euripides is like that? 
 
CT: I think Euripides is the most Irish of the Greek tragedians because the way… someone 
like Euripides…use tragi-comedy…which I don’t think one could accuse Sophocles or 
Aeschylus of tragi-comedy, whereas Euripides uses really black humour. I mean he takes for 
instance in the Bacchae a comic scene of cross-dressing right before his vicious coup d’etat. 
And, you know, in the sense that the Jacobeans are more baroque than Shakespeare in their 
use of violence rather that outrageous comedy, or that Tarrantino is more outrageous than the 
generation before, Euripides is the baroque to the more stayed Sophocles and Aeschylus…I 
really respond to the humour, and the fact that he mixes registers…and he mixes actual verse 
forms, where he’ll switch from traditional forms which can be very pastiche verse forms to 
very modern ones. I really respond to those kind of almost, you know, post-modern aspects of 
Euripides which can be very pertinent to our age. 
 
CP: And so when you approached the Alcmaeon, how did you manage that process?  
Obviously with other plays you had the majority of the text there but with Alcmaeon it is 
completely fragmented - its just little bits - and you don’t know where they’ve come from and 
in exactly what context they are meant to be - you don’t have a list of characters etc. 
CT: Well, we have a few ideas of characters because of the didaskalia which had kinda of 
descriptions of the plays but there are several Alcmaeon plays. l or 2 or 3 are mentioned in it. 
So we took that and it sort of came from a conversation I had with Edith Hall, which came 
after the Bacchae. I had sort of insisted with Peter Hall with doing the Bacchae with just 3 
actors playing the protagonists and Edith reflected that it was a very interesting thing to do. So 
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over a coffee or a drink we were going “so who were those 3 actors?”. Obviously one of those 
actors was really good at playing the tragic female, who would have played Clytemnestra in 
the Iphigenia. One would have been very good at playing the male general, and the other plays 
the sort of lesser comic parts. And what we did was we worked out who those actors, those 
imaginary 3 actors would have been in the Iphigenia. Then we reconstructed the parts that 
they would play in a reconstruction of the Alcmaeon. So taking that with the idea that in the 
Bacchae, father kills son; in Iphigenia, father kills daughter; so we had both of those plots 
going in the Alcmaeon. Ultimately, I don’t think you could do the version of Alcmaeon I did 
with just 3 actors playing the protagonists - I think it would be insane.  
 
CP: That was going to be one of my questions - why did you go for more than three actors? 
 
CT: Well that was possibly more of a Shakespearean structure. There’s a lot of conscious 
doubling up - so, the twins are played by one actor - everything has a mirror in it…the various 
locations…and I used that to create the 3 act structure. I know that kinda goes away - moving 
location- from the usual thing in Greek tragedy, but on the otherhand it doesn’t attempt to be 
an academic reconstruction. It attempts to be a good fun play and I think it reflects that. But it 
can’t help but be a post-modern new play. And I think the tone of that is quite telling, as it is 
possibly funnier than some of Euripides’ tragedies might have been. But again we thought of 
the structure, where those 3 plays might be. But again we thought of the structure…and that 
the Alcmaeon comes in the middle, so it is kind of light relief and a reflection on both [plays]. 
And even the timeshift within it, which goes from afternoon to evening, even works in the 
daylight used in the plays. So we put a lot of thought into it. Now the fragments…I played fast 
and loose with them – in the end it became a game of what I could fit in. Though I think the 
play is really based around one of them. Amphilochus’ line which is “why should we have 
children, father, if they won’t care for them in adversity?” I think we more or less made that 
what the play is all about. This also links in with the two other plays about parents’ 
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relationships with children. And obviously there’s huge nods to other plays – there are 
characters taken from Ion. And Edith supplied me with all sorts of brilliant things - so the 
main chorus which weaves its way throughout, is my translation of a tiny little poem she gave 
me by a prostitute which I think she refers to in the introduction [to the script]. And I did this 
translation and Edith really loved it. I’ve heard several productions of it now and it is set to 
different airs…it’s very beautiful, it just worked really well. So this idea about desire, and the 
destructiveness of desire which sort of goes against the golden mean. But also the need for 
desire…there is this lovely balance in Greek- the person without desire is equally as corrupted 
as the one with too much desire. 
 
CP: In regards to the desire element, for example where Creon lust after his supposed 
daughter, it reminded me of Phaedra from Hippolytus; how she doesn’t want the feelings but 
has them anyway. But you have much more of a comic spin on the subject of desire. 
 
CT: Well that’s interesting because Edith showed me something after I’d written it- something 
else she’d found –an almost rhetorical exercise where artists and writers argue for the taboo. 
Actually, I think of the opening to ‘Tis a Pity She’s a Whore, where the brother, I can’t 
remember the name - Giovanni or something -  argues with the priest as to why he shouldn’t 
be able to sleep with his sister. It is interesting that Edith was able to point out the whole 
lineage of this argument. So this is where I sort of kept feeling that it was a strange negotiation 
between the Shakespearean and the ancient Greek. And I think by having a double plot…it is a 
bit of a nod to every Greek play ever written. There are nods to Oedipus all over it. 
 
CP: Yes, of course. Was that a conscious decision to insert the blinding of Alcmaeon?  
 
CT: Yeah…you realise the moment he realises who he is, he is struck blind. The blinding 
came from something more than than just Oedipus. They [the family of Alcmaeon] are a part 
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of the House of Oedipus and that the curse that Oedipus had is all linked with future 
generations.  
 
CP: What was your opinion of fragments before you started working with them and has it 
changed since you’ve used them? 
 
CT: No - I mean I had an interest in Iphigenia, I’m interested in the post-modern potential of 
fragments. You know I’m interested in what we interpret into fragments. It provides room for 
us to recontextualise them and look at them in different ways - you can send them up, or send 
them down, or just perform fragments and see what stories they tell by being juxtaposed next 
to each other. So that’s what I enjoy, and it’s probably quite a post-modern enjoyment of it. 
But then you know Victorians - the romantics loved ruins didn’t they? 
 
CP: They loved fragments in the physical form.  
 
CT: Because there’s also a sense of natural erosion - to a certain extent one could argue that, 
or one would imagine that if the same erosion happened on our culture that it would probably 
be Shakespeare, or a lot of Shakespeare, that would survive. Probably just his most popular 
works and I can’t imagine a world where every copy of Cymbeline survives but King Lear is 
wiped out.  
 
CP: If you could speculate - why didn’t the Alcmaeon survive? Any particular reason?  
 
CT: It is interesting that the two plays either side of it survived. I would say lack of 
popularity, so lack of diffusion.  
 




CT: It might have been less clear, you know certainly the way it came out. You know Orestes 
kills a relative and there’s this very grand form of torment. Whereas Alcmaeon just shags 
around for like 20 years. 
 
CP: And kind of gets away with it for a bit? 
 
CT: Well you know its kinda of like the shagging around is his curse. 
 
CP: Do you ever write for any particular actors, or would you write with a particular type of 
character in mind, taking influences from modern day and the like? 
 
CT: Well I certainly take influences from modern day - The Seven Pomegranate Seeds, was 
written for Claire Higgins originally. It is involves monologues about modern day events 
concerning missing children, but every one of them was a Euripides scenario. 
 
CP: There is a very modern tone to the play - was that for the audience or is that just how you 
like writing? 
 
CT: It is the way it came out I have to say. I didn’t mean to… Tone is a tough thing. Stories 
often find their own tone. This wasn’t a contemporary naturalistic world I was dealing with, so 
to a certain extent it was a case of how do we try to write a po faced Greek tragedy, which 
would probably have been much funnier than the original Alcmaeon. So I suppose it is quite 
ironic. But that’s almost encrypted in the prologue – ‘this is a reconstruction’. I mean the other 
reason I like fragments is in my theatre work I was very interested to explore ephemerality and 
the ephemeral nature of the theatrical experience, and the emphemerality of desire and the 
emphemerality of I suppose life and those kind of human relations. But of all, civilisation. It’s 
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interesting – there was a french production in the University of Lille. They did it in English 
but to them it was all about the ants. They were the ants. That was their whole concept, that 
they were the ants. And to me that is the big speech, that is THE speech. I mean Michael 
Billington [the theatre critic] always needs a play explained to him at a certain point. That 
speech is the one where they tell you what it is all about. They tell you that it is about 
civilisation, and it is about Greek civilisation. But it is also about performance, and life as an 
ephemeral performance. Civilisation as an emphemeral thing, and the waxing and waning of 
it. but that’s in the fragmentary nature of it. 
 
CP: Edith Hall states at the beginning of her introduction to the script that the trilogy is almost 
all about parenthood and its discontents. Would you agree with that comment? 
 
CT: Well you could say childhood and its discontents with parents. I think in each of the plays 
in the trilogy they use the parent-child relationship in one form or another to look at the 
relationship between society and its subjects, or people and society, or the personal and the 
private. And I think that it is really interesting what the nature of the trilogy can give you. You 
can look at things and then turn it on its head. Euripides was obsessed with it, well maybe all 
Greek playwrights…or all theatre is about the family. Even Godot is about family. I think the 
Greeks saw every relationship as a struggle. The parent and child one is a struggle, man and 
woman is a struggle, the person and the state is a struggle, but maybe it was the clear linear 
way that they saw drama. I think in all their representations [Greek tragedy] that it is all about 
the struggle. 
 
CP: And now looking back on the play. A number of years have passed since you wrote it. 




CT: I think that’s one for critics. I don’t know, I’ve not read it for a long time. I don’t usually 
read stuff. I would see different productions. I think it was 2 years ago the last time I saw it. I 
mean it is interesting. We nearly did a production for the National Theatre in Macedonia and 
there they saw it very much about their culture. They wanted to reclaim Euripides as he had 
died there. They also saw it as idea of the ants and civilisation, that civilisation waxes and 
wanes, and crumbles into fragments and there in a society where you have very 
radical…That’s the thing in a society like England - there’s a continuous story of civilisation 
and development of society. Whereas in somewhere like the Balkans, you have a very 
ruptured, fragmentary, and very disrupted story, so you have no single narrative. Maybe it 
changes more with location than context…it’s how a good myth works - its something 
everyone can read themselves or their society into. 
 
CP: Very much like the Persians, for example - people see it from different points of view. 
 
CT: Yeah. It is interesting with this one, I suppose. I’ve only seen 3 different productions of 
it. Who one sympathises with? I don’t know. The choruses are perhaps more radically 
different from the Greek originals than anything else. I suppose it is the children really in this 
one we feel are the victims. 
 
